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ABSTRACT

A New and Unsettling Force:
Information Technology, Popular Education and the Movement to End Poverty
by
Christopher Caruso

Advisor: David Harvey

Through contemporary ethnography, this dissertation explores the self-organization of those at
the bottom of the wealth and income scale within the working class in the United States between
1983 and 2018. In the context of neoliberalism and technological revolution, innovations in
information technology have accelerated the polarization between wealth and poverty,
fundamentally impacted social relations, but also enabled creative strategies for movement
building and revolutionary organizing.

Exploring the organizing models as well as political and moral rhetoric of those who have been
left out, locked up, and made poor over the past thirty-five years in the United States, it
demonstrates that, in the context of the current neoliberal capitalism, meeting the survival needs
of the poor puts grassroots organizations and their members on a collision course with private
property relationships and the state. The experience of collective struggle for bare survival—or
what Marx would call social reproduction—is a basis of unity for the poor. This unity is more
salient than the formality or informality of their relationship to wage labor. The dissertation
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documents innovative thinking on organizational forms outside of labor unions, new tactics and
strategies of organizing and movement building, and knowledge production that emerges from
below that are rarely presented and analyzed.

A New and Unsettling Force critiques various theories on the agency of the poor and argues that
in many cases, scholarly treatments of anti-poverty organizing obscure the political agency of
poor people and foreclose the possibility of more radical change. Exploring the impact of the
National Union of the Homeless, the Kensington Welfare Rights Union/Poor People’s Economic
Human Rights Campaign, the Coalition of Immokalee Workers, the United Workers Association,
and the Michigan Welfare Rights Organization, it calls forth successes and challenges of the
subaltern speaking for themselves, thinking for themselves, organizing for themselves, and
leading not just themselves but larger society towards social transformation.

The dissertation explores ways information technology has been creatively leveraged to allow
anti-hegemonic discourses to spread. The final chapter is a case study of the Reading Marx’s
Capital project with Professor David Harvey whose website and online courses have more than
4.5 million page views to date and are being translated into 44 languages. Many of the millions
of users of this project are grassroots organizers across the globe, representing over 200 countries
and six continents. The online courses on Capital have been credited with revitalizing the study
of Marx and political economy among the current generation of militant organizers. The impetus
and many of the lessons used to implement the course were learned from decades of work with
the poor organizing the poor and using the Internet to amplify their struggles and collaborate and
theorize in revolutionary ways.
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Introduction
“Our task is to turn thinkers into fighters and fighters into thinkers.” These are the words of
General Gordon Baker, a hero of the working-class movement, founder of the League of
Revolutionary Black Workers in Detroit, and mentor to me and many others in the movement to
end poverty. I have spent thirty years working within radical organizing traditions of the poor
organizing the poor in the United States but have found few written histories of those struggles.
Innovative thinking on organizational forms outside of labor unions, new tactics and strategies of
organizing and movement building, and knowledge production that emerges from below are
rarely documented and analyzed, especially in proportion to the impact they have.

Through contemporary ethnography, I seek to explore the self-organization of those at the
bottom of the wealth and income scale within the working class in the United States between
1983 and 2018. I bring Marx’s idea that capitalism produces its own gravediggers into the
context of neoliberalism and technological revolution, revealing how innovations in information
technology have accelerated the polarization between wealth and poverty, fundamentally
impacted jobs, the international division of labor, and social relations, but also have enabled
creative strategies for movement building and radical organizing from below.

In Chapters One and Two, I highlight and analyze the significance, the organizing models, and
the political and moral rhetoric of those who have been left out, locked up, and made poor over
the past thirty-five years. What these movements demonstrate is that, in the context of the
current neoliberal capitalism, meeting the survival needs of the poor puts grassroots
organizations and their members on a collision course with private property relationships and the
1

state. This is not because of a commitment to a particular ideology, but a necessary result of the
struggle to survive under today’s conditions. I argue that the experience of collective struggle
for bare survival—or what Marx would call social reproduction—is a basis of unity for the poor.
This shared experience is more salient than the formality or informality of their relationship to
wage labor.

My critiques of various theories on the agency of the poor in Chapter Three are informed by
decades of being embedded in these struggles. I argue that in many cases, scholarly treatments
of anti-poverty organizing obscure the political agency and leadership of poor people and in
doing so foreclose the possibility of radical change. I interrogate theories of Saul Alinsky,
Richard Cloward, Barbara Cruikshank, Mitchell Dean, Michel Foucault, Susan Hyatt, Vincent
Lyon Callo, Anthony Marcus, Frances Fox Piven, James C. Scott, and others. A different
perspective on the theoretical questions addressed by these scholars can be learned from the
experiences of the subaltern speaking for themselves, thinking for themselves, organizing for
themselves, and leading not just themselves but larger society towards social transformation.

Chapters One, Two, and Four explore how struggles of the poor have reappropriated information
technologies as tools and spaces for building power, contesting the battle of ideas in society, and
producing and sharing knowledge. These new digital communication technologies have
primarily benefited finance capital, multi-national corporations, and the state: indeed, the very
genesis of the Internet was a project of the U.S. military to connect universities and military
facilities to share strategic analysis and data (Levine 2018). However, organized poor people
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have also used information technology as tools to break their isolation, produce counterhegemonic narratives and democratize access to radical ideas and education.

Chapters Two documents five organizations of poor people leveraging information technology to
carry out and broadcast their struggles, including the experiences of the National Union of the
Homeless (NUH), the Kensington Welfare Rights Union (KWRU)/Poor People’s Economic
Human Rights Campaign (PPEHRC), the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW), the United
Workers Association of Maryland (UWA), and the Michigan Welfare Rights Organization
(MWRO). Chapter Four documents how by learning lessons from these experiences of the poor
and dispossessed I collaborated with Professor David Harvey to create the Reading Marx’s
Capital online courses and website.

Over the years, I have developed online platforms for popular education and trained grassroots
movement leaders in how to use information technology to amplify their struggles, agitate, and
educate. The significance of these leaders, their organizations and the wider social motion they
are representative of should not be underestimated. Their impact can be understood on five
levels – policy wins, resistance that mitigates the worst of neoliberal reforms, projects of survival
that help lift the load of poverty, the development of leaders from the ranks of the poor that can
advocate and organize for the long haul, and victories in the battle of ideas that impact the
national discourse and actions, on poverty issues.

Through the experiences I document here, homeless people demanded and subsequently ran
innovative affordable housing programs in half a dozen major U.S. cities and won the right to
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vote for those without a permanent address. Hundreds of poor families won housing and other
needed services in Philadelphia and were able to set up a national and international network of
grassroots organizations that collaborated on major protest marches and activities. Farmworkers
won the first raise in 30 years in the fields of Florida, forcing multi-national corporations to take
an unprecedented level of responsibility for the labor conditions in their supply chains, as well as
helping to break up seven modern-day slave rings across the U.S. South. Low-wage workers in
Baltimore won living wages and developed and implemented a model of urban development that
benefits the whole of the city and not just real estate interests and financiers. Welfare recipients
in Michigan developed and won passage of a local water affordability plan, which if
implemented nationwide could help solve the water affordability crisis. At the same time they
blew the whistle on the deadly combination of the anti-democratic emergency manager system
and the privatization of water that resulted in the mass poisoning of the City of Flint.

These same groups were also responsible for resisting and curbing the implementation of even
worse austerity policies. Grassroots groups provided a friction that slowed the execution of
water privatization, welfare reform, the demolition of public housing, attacks on organized labor,
work requirements on forms of benefits, and health care cuts in the US. Without this direct
action and bold tactics, the lives of millions of poor people would be even worse off.

Simultaneous with these major wins were countless acts of compassionate resistance through
both individual advocacy and collective projects of survival including: stopping evictions; freely
distributing food, clothes, diapers, strollers and other basics for the poor; setting up food co-ops
to socialize the costs of necessities; advocating with individual welfare case workers, landlords,
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bosses, parole officers, and police officers; providing legal support in eviction, welfare, and
immigration cases; setting up carpools and childcare swaps; offering language access in Spanish,
American Sign Language, Korean and other languages; providing free and accessible culture,
recreation and entertainment; sharing electricity and water and illicitly reconnecting utilities for
the poor; confronting domestic abusers and protecting survivors; negotiating with neighborhood
drug dealers, pimps and organized crime operations and more. While this kind of activity is
taken up as a means of survival, collective participation in it lays the basis for an ethos of
socialism and presages the lived experience of socialist society.

The context of organizing for survival raises questions about the legitimacy of the political
economic order and the sanctity of private property over human life. The experience of raising
grievances and trying to win concessions from both corporations and the state lends itself to a
better understanding of power relationships as they really are than any civics textbook can
provide. The crucible of study and struggle, action and reflection produces leaders committed to
a long-term movement for social justice through social transformation. These cadre, when they
are deeply invested in and intentionally developed, oftentimes outlive organizations. When a
new crisis happens, there is a base of people with experience and skill to help the community
respond. Although the Union of the Homeless of the 1980s went into demise, leaders trained in
that struggle have had influence in dozens of social motions across the country and are presently
training another generation of leaders in a rebirth of the Homeless Union.

Additionally, these organizations have entered into public discourse on the responsibility of the
state and of corporations when it comes to providing for the general welfare a dignified standard
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of living. They have contested aspects of neoliberal hegemony in the public sphere through
using their own media to talk to the broader society from which they are otherwise isolated.
Using direct action, marches and rallies, housing and building takeovers, editorials and human
rights reports, websites, blog posts, social media, podcasts and also art and culture including
murals, original songs, documentary films, dance, drama, graffiti, and photo journalism,
organized poor people are engaging in the battle of ideas. This has allowed impacted leaders to
bring their own demands to resolve the crises that are the breaking out, including homeless
people having a voice in the homelessness crisis of the 1980s, welfare recipients nationally
debating welfare reform in the 1990s, low wage workers making significant interventions on the
discourse about the changing nature of work and urban development strategies throughout the
1990s and 2000s. And today the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival is
shifting the narrative and impacting policy decisions: poor people in forty-two states across the
country as well as Washington D.C. organized the largest and most expansive wave of nonviolent civil disobedience in U.S. history in May-June 2018, highlighting the issues poor
Americans face in a way that hasn’t been done since President Johnson’s War on Poverty and
Dr. King’s original Poor People’s Campaign.

Similarly, the Reading Marx’s Capital with David Harvey online courses demonstrate a
comparable and connected significance to these motions and movements of the poor and
dispossessed. First, the online courses and accompanying website attracted a large audience and
were viewed over four and a half million times in over two hundred countries. That audience
took action in various ways including the self-organization of hundreds of Capital study circles
around the globe and the spontaneous crowd-sourced translation project which is translating the
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Volume I lectures into 44 languages. The viral success of the Capital classes has been credited
with reviving an interest in studying Marx which had waned since the fall of the Berlin Wall in
1989. The Reading Marx’s Capital online course presaged the later development of the
Massively Open Online Course (MOOC) and represented innovation in educational technology
that is widely emulated.

I observed through my own work that both organization and theory are necessary if leaders are
going to sustain a long-term commitment to struggle. This is tied to the more general truth that a
social movement is made from the dynamic interplay of conditions and consciousness. Many of
those engaged in collective struggle against poverty begin to have questions about the nature of
an economic and social system that makes their very survival precarious and often illegal. Part
of my motivation in proposing the Reading Capital online courses was to make available social
theory that is directly relevant in answering these questions but often only to people with access
to graduate education. Indeed, most of the volunteers that did the filming, editing, programming,
and other labor to make the Capital lectures available online were actively engaged in survival
struggles themselves. People living in poverty are living in an economic crisis all of the time.
The audience in mind for the project was the poor and dispossessed who had urgent questions
about how capitalist systems of exploitation function. The Capital lectures went online in June
2008 during the global economic crisis of 2007/2008 which thrust millions of formerly middleclass families into poverty and precarity: the capitalist crisis that the poor live every day was
unleashed on large sections of society in the form of foreclosure, the destruction of retirement
savings, the loss of wages and benefits, and other kinds of distress. Many people began to search
for answers, not just to questions about the poverty and precarity they were experiencing but also
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about how change their situation, creating the conditions for a revival in interest in political
economy and Marx’s Capital.

All of this has been made possible through the convergence of information technology, popular
education, and a new and unsettling force of poor people building a social movement to end
poverty. The revolution may not be televised but a united and organized force of poor people are
taking hold of information technology to break their isolation, engage in strategic analysis, and
take action together. In the words of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.,
The dispossessed of this nation —the poor, both white and Negro— live in a
cruelly unjust society. They must organize a revolution against that injustice, not
against the lives of the persons who are their fellow citizens, but against the
structures through which the society is refusing to take means which have been
called for, and which are at hand, to lift the load of poverty. The only real
revolutionary, people say, is a man who has nothing to lose. There are millions of
poor people in this country who have very little, or even nothing, to lose. If they
can be helped to take action together, they will do so with a freedom and a power
that will be a new and unsettling force in our complacent national life (King
1967).
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Chapter One: Teaching as We Fight: Innovating the Grassroots Use of the Internet
My life journey has centered around the intersection of information technology, political
economy, popular education, and the quest for social justice. I have spent the past nearly thirty
years training social movement organizations across the United States and globally in the
strategic use of new media, and the past ten years training professors and students in higher
education in educational technologies and digital pedagogy as well. During these many years, I
have developed a unique approach to using information technology and social media with social
justice organizations, and learned that information technology has the potential to empower,
inform, and disseminate radical and radically open ideas to millions of people, including poor
people, worldwide, and play a magnifying role for powerful liberation movements that are
otherwise isolated.

I come to these projects and an interest in the radical potential of information technology for
social movements from many paths. I’m the first-born son of an Italian-American family that
has been poor for generations. My mother graduated from high school, but Dad didn’t make it
that far. My father became an entrepreneur, though, and started his own business fixing people’s
heaters. As his business grew and my parents made more money, they moved my brother and
me to “better” neighborhoods. From a poor neighborhood to a middle-class neighborhood, and
then on to an owning class neighborhood. Each move, while all within the same Connecticut
town, was like entering a new world. People in each neighborhood had particular attitudes about
the people in the other neighborhoods. Yet my brother and I were of all of those neighborhoods,
and none of them. So began my encounter with class and social segregation.
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I have been excited with the power and potential of computers, particularly internetted ones, for
my whole life. As a computer programmer from back when the Internet was still mostly
ARPANET, long before the web, I have been fascinated by the potential democratizing effects of
technology for most of my life. I was teaching myself to program at age ten, and was online
soon after with my first 300-baud modem. At that time, people primarily communicated online
through electronic bulletin board systems (BBS’s). There was an incredible youth culture
thriving on BBS’s at the time. Much of it centered around hacking. That’s how I learned most
of what I know about computers – by surreptitiously exploring other people’s. By the time I was
16, I was published in 2600 Magazine: The Hacker Quarterly, and Southern New England
Telephone hired me as a consultant to help them improve the security on their mainframes. I got
this job because I was able to assist my math tutor, who also worked for the telephone company,
with getting their systems back working one evening when she was teaching me advanced
algebra and trigonometry. A skinny teenager, I met the CEO and senior staff of the telephone
company in their board room and suggested how they could protect themselves from being
hacked, all the while protecting the identity of hackers.

I attended the University of Pennsylvania as a first-generation college student. When I applied to
college, I was planning on following an entrepreneurial track in management and technology
related to telecommunications. The paradoxes of encountering urban poverty within my first few
days at an elite institution changed all that. I suddenly had many, many questions. I was struck
by the image of Penn as an island of affluence in a sea of despair. In fact, a recent study
published by the New York Times showed at the time I attended Penn, more students came from
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the top 1 percent of the income scale ($630K+) than from the entire bottom 60 percent (<$65K).1
On the other hand, Philadelphia has lost over a quarter million jobs in the past 40 years, more
than half of its factory jobs. The communities these factories once supported were devastated by
capital flight, an acute lack of affordable housing, an explosion of crack cocaine and heroin, and
little or no access to healthcare (Zucchino 1997). I met both poor people in the neighborhoods of
Philadelphia and owning-class people at Penn. This had a profound effect on me. I ended up
switching my major to Philosophy and getting involved with community service and activism.

It was while at Penn that I first got involved in grassroots organizing with the National Union of
the Homeless (NUH). NUH was a national organization of homeless people organizing against
homelessness and poverty, headquartered in Philadelphia, which won the right to vote for
homeless people among other victories in the late 1980s and early 1990s. In the next chapter I
will discuss experience of the Homeless Union in much more detail, as well as its successor the
Kensington Welfare Rights Union and related efforts. A brief summary here helps to illustrate
some of my own early political development, the early stages of a new social movement of the
poor in the US, as well as some of the first uses of the Internet by grassroots organizations.

In 1989, homeless people were strong participants in the Housing Now! March in Washington,
DC. At the conclusion of the march, the Union of the Homeless negotiated with HUD Director
Jack Kemp and won an agreement to set aside 10% of HUD-owned housing stock for the

This study was published by the New York Times in 2017 and shows the social stratification at the University of
Pennsylvania as well as other elite institutions of higher education (Aisch et al. 2017).

1
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homeless.2 After this victory, HUD was slow to actually allocate housing to the homeless, so the
Union of the Homeless staged the first ever nationally coordinated housing takeovers in eight
cities across the US.3 Waves of militant takeovers of HUD-owned abandoned properties quickly
followed in Philadelphia and across the country. In the 1990 “Take Off the Boards Campaign,”
homeless people in 73 cities across the country carried out coordinated actions to bring attention
to the crisis of homelessness, and to the creative ways poor and homeless people were leading
the fight to end that crisis. These were very exciting times and they alerted me to the possibility
of the agency of the poor. The militancy of housing takeovers dramatized the extreme levels of
poverty and homelessness in the United States and the lengths to which homeless people would
go to house themselves. More significantly, the level of organization required to coordinate such
a national activity totally undermined stereotypes about poor people. These activities, which
resulted in a change in national law allowing homeless people (who lacked a permanent address)
to register to vote, marked the beginning of a new social movement led by the poor in the United
States.

Inspired by the activity of the Union of the Homeless in 1990, I, along with some friends,
founded a national student organization called Empty the Shelters (ETS), which was dedicated to
moving students beyond doing charity and service work to allying with anti-poverty
organizations run by poor and homeless people. At its height in the 1990s ETS had headquarters
in eight cities and ran both “Alternative Spring Break” programs and a “Summer of Social

This was a significant victory that came out of the Housing Now! March. Before this, there was no housing put
aside for the homeless although homelessness was skyrocketing. This new concession meant that 10% of all housing
stock managed by Housing and Urban Development needed to be set aside to house homeless people.
3
This was documented in the movie Takeover by Academy Award-winning filmmakers, Skylight Pictures (Takeover
1991).
2
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Action – New Freedom Summer Program”. Through these programs we trained hundreds of
students in what it looked like to partner with the organized poor to end poverty.4

Although the Union of the Homeless faded by the early 90s, in 1991 veterans of the organization
helped form the Kensington Welfare Rights Union (KWRU) as a multiracial organization of
poor and homeless families. That same year, I organized a delegation of ETS students to attend
KWRU’s first major action, where we took over an abandoned welfare office in an attempt to
create a recreation center in the community. I helped play a leadership role with the
organization, which rose to national prominence in the debates about welfare reform in 1995 and
1996. KWRU continued the practice of housing takeovers as their primary activity, but placed
more emphasis on political education and leadership development.

Throughout all of my work, I had an interest in communications. While a student at Penn, based
on my experience with the Union of the Homeless and KWRU, I demanded a meeting with the
editor of the Daily Pennsylvanian, Penn’s student newspaper, over an article called “A Day on
the Streets” by Stephen Glass (Glass 1991). Glass claimed to have spent 24 hours with a group
of homeless men living near Penn’s campus. I knew the men he wrote about and talked to them
about his article and none of them had ever met him. His article was nothing more than a series
of racist and classist stereotypes strung together. In front of his editor, I confronted him in the
editor’s office of the Daily Pennsylvanian and called him a liar to his face. Seven years later he

Empty the Shelters was a student run anti-poverty organization that was born out of the community service
movement. Its mission was to bring students in large numbers to Philadelphia and then other urban centers to partner
with grassroots organizations to put an end to homelessness. Empty the Shelters existed for more than a decade and
was responsible to training hundreds of college students in grassroots organizing. Important figures in Empty the
Shelters included: Phil Wider, Claudia Horowitz, Kathleen Sullivan, Steve Williams, Chris Daly, Margie Wiltz,
Gloria Caseres, and myself.

4
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was finally exposed at The New Republic for plagiarism and false reporting. It was striking how
easily harmful stereotypes of poor people could be spread through mass media unchallenged.

I was deeply impacted by the organizing strategy and tactics of the Homeless Union and KWRU,
especially the experience of housing takeovers. These takeovers are “projects of survival” in the
sense that getting homeless families off the street and into safe housing was an immediate
physical necessity as well as an act of defiance against the sanctity of private property in the
name of human need. Here were ordinary, hardworking people who were placed in a situation
where their most immediate survival interests were in direct contradiction with capitalism and
private property. KWRU developed communities of mutual support around the families in
takeover houses, which, at their best, were a glimpse of the “beloved community” 5 of socialism
and a post-capitalist society.

My questioning took me to India for my last year of college, on a Buddhist Studies program. I
lived in a small village in Bihar, the poorest state in India, learning from the people there about
their religion and their lives. While much is made of the supposed difference between “extreme”
versus “relative” poverty, it struck me that the grinding poverty of the families I lived with in
India was not so different from the experience of poor families in North Philadelphia. Indeed,
there are millions of people living in extreme poverty in the United States and the difference

5

The term “Beloved Community” was coined by Josiah Royce of the Fellowship of Reconciliation and popularized
by Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. To King, living together in harmony and justice was attainable if everyone
practiced nonviolence. Throughout his sermons and writings King talks about “agape” love and suggests “injustice
anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere”.
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between relative and extreme poverty is not so great. Poverty kills and shortens the lives of
people all over the world. All poverty is extreme.

Indeed, it was my experience with the Homeless Union and the KWRU, and my time in India,
that propelled my interest in studying political economy and looking for alternatives to
capitalism. Rather than in an academic setting or with a left-sectarian group, I began reading
Marx’s Das Kapital and other classic Marxist texts with homeless families and underemployed
parents and youth. In fact, I was never assigned a single page of Marx as a philosophy major and
the first time I was introduced to Marx was when I was given a copy of the Marx-Engels Reader
by a homeless, Black Muslim youth, Eric Turner, in a takeover house. My experience over the
past 30 years has continued to demonstrate that poor people can be and are intellectuals. It has
affirmed the revolutionary potential of autodidacts and “organic intellectuals” produced from
devastating but revolutionary conditions of poverty and neoliberalism in deindustrialized cities
and towns and dispossessed rural areas. My own study of political economy has been informed
by collective study with poor people who are objectively socialist because the only solution to
their homelessness, lack of health care, low wages, poverty and dispossession is the abolition of
private property.

My thinking about the political potential of the newly formed World Wide Web as applied to a
movement of the dispossessed was influenced by techno-utopian accounts of the “gift economy.”
Early Internet theorist Richard Barbrook argued that the Internet, by the nature of its
decentralized design, was “really existing anarcho-communism…The design of the Net therefore
assumes that intellectual property is technically and socially obsolete” (Barbrook 1998). In a
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virtual space of information abundance and interconnection, and “in the absence of states or
markets to mediate social bonds, network communities are instead formed through the mutual
obligations created by gifts of time and ideas” (Barbrook 1998). The explicit reference was to
anthropologist Marcel Mauss’s The Gift and his interpretation of the Kula ring in his debates
with Bronislaw Malinowski (Mauss 1990). I saw parallels between this thinking about the web
and the brief but profound experiences of “Beloved Community” that emerged when members of
the Homeless Union or KWRU were living collectively and freely sharing food, water, blankets,
and other resources in Tent Cities, takeover houses, and other projects of survival of the poor.

Software developer Eric Raymond’s analysis of the development of Linux in “The Cathedral and
the Bazaar” was the paradigmatic example of this kind of interpretation of early Internet-based
communities. In the section, “The Hacker Milieu as Gift Culture,” Raymond argued that “it is
quite clear that the society of open-source hackers is in fact a gift culture. Within it, there is no
serious shortage of the ‘survival necessities’ — disk space, network bandwidth, computing
power. Software is freely shared. This abundance creates a situation in which the only available
measure of competitive success is reputation among one’s peers” (Raymond 2001:81).

The launch of peer-to-peer music file sharing service Napster in 1999 seemed to confirm this.
Recorded music had shed its physical commodity form (phonographs, vinyl records, 8-tracks,
cassette tapes, compact discs, etc.) and became a purely digital commodity with the rise of the
popularity of the MP3 file format and inexpensive MP3 players. Peer-to-peer file sharing of
MP3 music files over the Internet meant that the reproduction and distribution costs of the digital
information in an MP3 file approached zero. Suddenly, the CD pressing plants, fleets of trucks,
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and physical music stores that allowed a handful of firms to control and profit from almost all
commercially sold music were rendered obsolete. I wrote in 1999:
Technology is tearing a hole in the fabric of property relations in the music industry.
Music from around the world is flowing freely through those holes. Without the
corporate filter, all music can become available to the world. Without a middleman, the
artist and the audience are free to come together (Caruso 1999).
The implicit technological determinism in the utopian gift economy view of the early Internet
left the adherents of this view, myself included, unprepared for the roaring back of the market
and the state in re-assertion of intellectual property rights following the brief period of the early
open web. In hindsight, the capitalist class had anticipated much of the disruption caused by
digital technologies: The Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights
(TRIPS)6 laid the groundwork for the vigorous expansion of intellectual property rights, curbing
the impulse towards the free sharing of information made possible by online technologies. It
became clear to me that while there is liberative potential in these new technologies, that
potential would not be realized automatically. It would take trained leaders and well-developed
organizations to take advantage of these tools, find innovative uses for them, and successfully
contend with the state and the capitalist class on the terrain of the Internet.

Origins of a Grassroots Use of the Internet
When I graduated from college in 1994, I explored jobs in the non-profit sector. While I had
many connections with organizations led by the poor, none had the budgets to pay full-time staff.
The world of the more institutionalized non-profits didn’t appeal to me, so I got a job in the

The TRIPS agreement was negotiated at the end of the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tariffs and
Trade (GATT) in 1994 and administered by the World Trade Organization.

6
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private sector. I started working at a third-party administrator in the health insurance industry. I
was responsible for all the business’s technological operations for four years. While making a
living as a system administrator, I continued to volunteer with the Kensington Welfare Rights
Union (KWRU). As I worked with KWRU, I began to identify a real need. KWRU’s bold and
creative tactics of fighting poverty, such as housing take-overs and tent cities, typically had two
goals: they were projects of survival as well as public spectacles designed to bring the issues of
poverty and homelessness in America into the nation’s consciousness.

The problem was that the mainstream media seldom chose to cover these events. It became clear
that we had to develop our own independent channels of communication if we were to be heard.
When Philadelphia’s leading paper refused to report on the lives and actions of poor people, I set
up KWRU’s first web page. I worked with these grassroots social movement leaders to develop
a very successful Internet organizing strategy over a decade before most grassroots organizations
or even NGOs were fully online.7 I trained members to update the web, create email lists, and
find ways to get their stories to the public. This ambitious Internet and digital media strategy
became successful and helped KWRU become a nationally known organization. The web page
went on to win awards and was linked to by 20/20 News, MTV News, NetAid, and many others.
KWRU was recognized by the United Nations, awarded the Letelier-Moffitt Human Rights
Award by the Institute for Policy Studies, and was the focus of songs written by Steve Earle and
Tom Morello.

The first website for the Kensington Welfare Rights Union was at: www.libertynet.org/~kwru. Eventually we
moved it to www.kwru.org.

7
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In 1998, the KWRU organized a “New Freedom Bus Tour: Freedom from Unemployment,
Hunger and Homelessness” of 35 cities and towns across the country, meeting up with different
organizations of the poor fighting poverty. We visited laid-off steel workers in Lorain, Ohio,
welfare recipients in West Virginia who were moving to North Carolina to work at the Burger
King because of welfare reform, autoworkers on strike in Flint, Michigan, and migrant workers
in El Paso, Texas. Shortly after the bus tour, we organized a “Poor People’s Summit” in
Philadelphia, where the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign (PPEHRC) was
formed. PPEHRC became a national network of over one hundred organizations of poor people
working to build a social movement to end poverty.8 The member organizations of PPEHRC
shared strategies to acquire housing, health care, and food with each other and worked together
on regional and national actions. These actions included a march at the Republic National
Convention in Philadelphia in 2000, which was the largest march of poor people (15,000 strong)
since Rev. Dr. King’s Poor People’s Campaign.9

Much of the coordination among the dozens of organizations involved in these efforts - the bus
tour, the Poor People’s Summit and Bushville Tent City, and the Poor People’s March at the
2000 Republican National Convention - was done via e-mail and using information technology.
In addition, I ensured that updates from these events were posted daily, including reports, poetry,
journal entries, songs and photos, so people all over the world could follow us on the web. And

The Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign (PPEHRC) was formed in 1998 at the Poor People’s
Summit at Temple University at the conclusion of the New Freedom Bus Tour. It lasted nearly 10 years as a
grassroots network of anti-poverty organizations that included: The Coalition of Immokalee Workers (FL), the
Chicago Anti-Eviction Campaign (IL), Women in Transition (KY), JEDI for Women (UT), Organize! Ohio (OH),
UNC Housekeepers Union (NC), Women’s Project (AR), Big Creek People in Action (WV), Jesus People Against
Pollution (MS), Friends and Residents of Arthur, Capper & Carrollsburg (DC) and many more.
9
This march was documented in the short film Battle for Broad (Skylight 2002).
8
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they did. Tens of thousands of people from over 50 countries followed the New Freedom Bus,
the Poor People’s Summit and other grassroots activities of the poor and homeless online. We
were one of the most featured organizations in the mainstream media, gaining hundreds of news
articles and getting TV stations to come and do live broadcasts directly from our Bushville Tent
City in Kensington, North Philadelphia.

Seeing the impact that helping build an Internet and communications strategy had on KWRU
convinced me that I needed to systematize the training work I had been doing and replicate it
throughout the country. In 1999, the PPEHRC organized the March of the Americas, a monthlong march from Washington D.C. to the United Nations in New York City, protesting poverty,
especially welfare reform and NAFTA. Over 50 grassroots anti-poverty organizations joined the
march, including dozens of members of social movements of the poor in Latin America and
Canada, like leaders of the Federation of Coca-Leaf Growers in Bolivia and the Landless
Workers Movement (MST) of Brazil. The march became a school where participants shared
their experiences of organizing social movements of the poor. We recognized that each group
had complimentary experiences, skills and knowledge that we needed to share. So, we formed
the University of the Poor, the educational arm of the PPEHRC, which was a web-centered,
community-based educational institution dedicated to training leaders from the ranks of the poor.

The University of the Poor organized hundreds of Economic Human Rights Organizing Schools
with grassroots anti-poverty organizations. These schools, based on the needs and struggles of
each community, made available the lessons drawn from the unique body of experiences
accumulated from the members of the fledgling movement to end poverty. Our largest annual
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activity for several years was a week-long intensive Leadership School of around 150 antipoverty organizers, mostly from the ranks of the poor.10 I developed the website and much of
the curriculum of the University of the Poor and helped lead many of the trainings and schools.
Using digital media was a strong component of the curriculum. In fact, the seeds of
davidharvey.org and the Reading Marx’s Capital Project were planted in the University of the
Poor.

After my initial success in developing digital media strategies to complement the on-the-streets
activity and deep political education work of the KWRU, many grassroots anti-poverty
organizations began approaching me about doing similar technology consulting and training;
groups such as the Ohio Deaf and Deaf-Blind Committee for Human Rights (DDBCHR), the
South Jersey Citizens United for Social Justice (SJCUSJ), the Jesus People Against Pollution
(JPAP) of Columbia, Mississippi, the Oakland Women’s Economic Agenda Project (WEAP),
JEDI for Women in Utah, the UNC Housekeepers Union, Portland Organized to Win Economic
Rights (POWER), and the West Virginia Listening Project.

As I began to travel around the country and train more and more grassroots organizations of the
poor, I began to see the outlines of a new social movement, one that is still emerging today.
However, significant hurdles of isolation, demoralization and access to resources for those in
poverty who are becoming subjects in their own history and playing leadership roles in changing
their conditions crop up. To combat these obstacles, and to encourage the growth of a network
grassroots anti-poverty organizations, I founded a non-profit organization called Human Rights

10

Documented in the short film Learning as We Lead (Media College 2003).
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Tech in 1999. The organization helped systematize the lessons I learned through training social
justice groups in new media and digital organizing and share them with other grassroots antipoverty groups.

Since founding Human Rights Tech I have had to opportunity to train dozens of grassroots
organizations and organizers from many walks of life and in multiple languages across the
United States, as well as social movements in many parts of the world including the Zapatistas in
Mexico, the Landless Workers Movement in Brazil, and the Assembly of the Poor in Thailand,
and others in Canada, Germany, and South Africa. Alongside this work among organizations of
the poor, I have also made presentations on the topic of the grassroots use of the Internet to
foundations (including the Ford Foundation), and lectured at universities (including Yale
University, the University of Pennsylvania and Wayne State University). One of the major early
successes of the organization, which will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, came
through our collaboration with the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW). I was the first web
developer and communications organizer with the CIW, which is an awardee of the RFK Human
Rights Award and the Do Something Brick Award, and has been recognized by the Department
of Justice for its work helping to break up seven modern day slavery rings in the American
South. The Coalition, with my help, launched a successful boycott of Taco Bell that resulted in
farmworkers who pick tomatoes doubling their wages (their first raise in over a generation) and
ultimately led to 13 corporate tomato buyers participating in their Fair Food program.11

11

For more information on the Coalition of Immokalee Workers see: www.ciw-online.org.
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The work of Human Rights Tech drew lessons from a grassroots independent media movement
that had been. Indeed, poor people’s organizations, including the National Union of the
Homeless, the National Welfare Rights Union, and other grassroots members of the Up and Out
of Poverty Network, founded the Break the Media Blackout Campaign, which organized a series
of conferences starting in 1992 in Kansas City, years before the official birth of the “media
justice movement”. I served as a primary organizer for the third Break the Media Blackout
Conference, held at Temple University in Philadelphia October 2001.

The gathering had an ambitious agenda. We convened not only these poor people media
pioneers but many different players in the media justice movement. We shared experiences from
the website and on- and off- line organizing of the KWRU and featured Marching On, a program
on Drexel University’s cable access station hosted by Joy Butts, a welfare recipient and leader in
the KWRU. We held a workshop on Survival News, the 30-year-old newspaper of the welfare
rights movement out of Boston, Massachusetts, and on the grassroots radio station that members
of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers set up in Florida with the help of Prometheus Radio
Project. The gathering also highlighted the New Abolitionist, an independent newsletter put out
by leaders with Dignity Housing, the Homeless Union and KWRU, and the artwork of Artists for
a Better America. Both of these latter projects were founded by Ron Casanova, the leader of the
Tompkins Square Tent City of 1989 and Vice President of the National Union of the Homeless.

A collective called the Media College assisted in the organizing of the Break the Media Blackout
Conference in 2001. The Media College was started in 1999 by leaders in the University of the
Poor including myself and Academy Award winning filmmakers like Peter Kinoy of Skylight
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Pictures. Skylight produced a trilogy of feature-length documentary films about the Union of the
Homeless, KWRU and the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign.12 The Media
College collective was made up of graphic designers, web developers, and mainly filmmakers
(editors, videographers, etc.) who saw their plight as struggling artists and media makers
connected to the fight of the poor. We produced a short film for the Break the Media Blackout
Conference called Copy This Tape and proceeded to create other films about the work of poor
people’s organizations such as Poor Voices United in Atlantic City. Many of the filmmakers
involved went on to make award-winning films about the struggles of the poor in the U.S. and
worldwide – including The Reckoning (2009), Dear Mandela (2012), Living Broke in Boom
Times (2007), and America Will Be (2017-2018).

The work of the Break the Media Blackout Campaign continued well past the 2001 conference at
Temple University. The Campaign helped put on “Reels for Rights” at Union Theological
Seminary in the winter of 2012. This grassroots film festival brought attention to documentaries
by Josh Fox and the producers of Gaslands (2010) and Gaslands II (2013) and to Mari-Lynn
Evans and the producers of The Appalachians (2005) and Blood on the Mountain (2016). The
film festival also featured the work of the Media Mobilizing Project, the Housing is a Human
Rights Campaign of the National Economic and Social Rights Initiative, the Bridge the Gulf
Project, and other grassroots media justice organizations. Many of the media makers who
originally participated in the early Break the Media Blackout Campaign and subsequent

This trilogy includes the films Takeover (Skylight 1991), Poverty Outlaw (Skylight 1997), and Outriders (Skylight
2000). These three films were rereleased in Living Broke in Boom Times (Skylight 2007). All are available at
www.skylightpictures.org.
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conferences and activities continue to this day to be involved in movement building and
storytelling.

Today, I am a member of the Kairos Center at Union Theological Seminary13 and am currently
involved in the effort to build the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival,
co-chaired by Rev. Dr. William Barber of the Forward Together Moral Mondays Movement and
Rev. Dr. Liz Theoharis. The campaign has been endorsed by Vandana Shiva, Dr. Bernice King,
the Equal Justice Initiative, Highlander Research and Education Center, and Harry Belafonte and
many other leaders, organizations, and institutions. I have also recently helped launch a new
radical space in Hell’s Kitchen, New York City, The People’s Forum, where I serve as the
Education Director.14

Learning as We Lead, Teaching as We Fight
It is these problematics and experiences that motivated my interest in graduate study. Over the
years, I have tried to contextualize the PPEHRC, the CIW, the KWRU, the NUH, and other
organizations of the poor with an analysis of the growth of poverty in the US, particularly in the
period since 1973. I have worked to document the response to this growing poverty as the

For more information on the Kairos Center for Religions, Rights and Social Justice at Union Theological Seminary
see: www.kairoscenter.org. The Kairos Center was formed in 2013 and builds off of ten years of work of the
Poverty Initiative. The mission of the Kairos Center is to strengthen and expand transformative movements for
social change that can draw on the power of religions and human rights especially by focusing on raising up
generations of religious and community leaders committed to building a movement. The Kairos Center is one of the
anchor organizations of the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival.
14
For more information on The People’s Forum (TPF) see: www.thepeoplesforum.org. The People’s Forum is a
movement incubator for working class and marginalized communities to build unity across historic lines of division
at home and abroad and an accessible educational and cultural space that nurtures the next generation of visionaries
and organizers who believe that through collective action a new world is possible. The first course held at The
People’s Forum was a week-long seminar by Professor David Harvey. Professor Harvey taught Marx’s Capital Vol
1 in the Spring 2019 semester at TPF as well. This time the course in addition to being videotaped was also
livestreamed with Professor Harvey taking live questions from around the world.
13
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beginning stages of a social movement. My work aims to study the new forms of organization
that have been enabled by new communications technology and new media, particularly the
Internet. It focuses on the impact innovations in information technology are having on the
economy and the possibilities of challenging capitalism.

I was attracted to the discipline of cultural anthropology to study these questions by the
possibilities it provides for a cross-disciplinary approach, marrying participant observation with
theory and political economy and, in particular, the methodology of ethnography. I was attracted
to CUNY because of its historic role as New York’s public university and its contemporary role
in providing New Yorkers an accessible platform to become active members of intellectual life
and leaders in making change. CUNY’s anthropology program had a number of distinguished
faculty members whose research interests offered novel approaches to inform this work,
including Neil Smith’s writing on the Tompkins Square Park rebellion (Smith 1996), David
Harvey’s conceptualization of struggles over “accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey 2003),
Leith Mullings’s ethnography of poor women in Harlem (Mullings 2001), and Mark Edelman’s
study of networks in civil society and social movements in Latin America (Edelman 1999, 2001).

My paid work associated with the Graduate Center has complemented my scholarship in cultural
anthropology. Indeed, for the past ten years I have been deeply involved in the connection of
information technology and education. This work has drawn upon and feeds back into my own
teaching and grassroots organizing. I served as the Senior Digital Learning Fellow for the
Macaulay Honors College and previously served as an Instructional Technology Fellow at City
College, John Jay College, and Lehman College. In these positions I worked with faculty across
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disciplines on the integration of interactive technologies into the design of syllabi, projects, and
classroom practices. I also have mentored and trained the Instructional Technology Fellows, a
cadre of over thirty doctoral students in various disciplines who provide the same collaborative
opportunities to faculty teaching Macaulay seminars. These Fellows also advise faculty on the
use of such technologies as blogs, wikis, WordPress, Drupal and multimedia applications for
developing syllabi, designing projects, and classroom practice, as well as providing intellectual
guidance and technical workshops for students.

Based on my experience, I developed and served as the first coordinator of a program for the
Provost of the Graduate Center that trains a cohort of graduate student fellows to use social
media to provide a digital window into the rich intellectual life of the Graduate Center. Fellows
are trained to create websites, run social media campaigns using platforms such as Twitter and
Facebook, create a web presence for conferences and other academic events, perform search
engine optimization and Google AdWords campaigns, and help faculty and students develop
professional web presences, all aimed to promote their PhD programs to the wider world.
Because of the success of the Program, plans are being made to expand Social Media
Fellowships to every Ph.D. program at the Graduate Center. I also developed and served as the
first coordinator of a program that trains a cohort of graduate student videographers to produce
promotional and educational videos for doctoral programs at the Graduate Center, live-stream
academic conferences, and produce related videos that make the intellectual life of the Graduate
Center more accessible to public audiences.
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In addition, I developed and maintained the websites, social media and outreach for the
Advanced Research Collaborative (ARC), which extends the Graduate Center's global reach and
prominence as an international hub of advanced study.15 Specifically, ARC partners with the
Graduate Center's forty research centers, institutes, interdisciplinary committees, and other
academic initiatives to promote interdisciplinary research. ARC also works closely with
Graduate Center offices to promote public programming on critical issues of the day and hosts
fellowships, which offer even more possibilities for collaboration between CUNY faculty and
students and international researchers and scholars.

A key project that weaves together both my experience using information technology to advance
a movement to end poverty led by the poor and my work within the CUNY system of
educational and instructional technology is the development of davidharvey.org and the Reading
Marx’s Capital project, which I created and have managed since 2007. This project combines
my interest in studying and interrogating capitalism, my love of popular education, and the
liberating role new forms of technology can play and are playing in social transformation.
Throughout the past decade, many of those who have used the Reading Capital project to delve
into reading Marx, to form new Left political projects, and to coordinate across the globe on indepth study of Capital, have been in touch discussing the impact of finding davidharvey.org. A
particularly interesting one came in from Australia during the process of writing this dissertation.
It read, “We are running in a state election that will take place on November 24. We are asking
for your endorsement (or whatever support you deem appropriate) because we view you as one
of the most consistent, clear and perceptive readers of Marx of recent times. Many of our
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For more information see: https://www.gc.cuny.edu/Degrees-Research/Advanced-Research-Collaborative.
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members and supporters have benefited from your analysis of Capital, as well as your work in
other fields.” The last chapter of this dissertation will take up lessons from this project in detail.
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Chapter Two: Break the Media Blackout and the Up and Out of Poverty Now! Movement
In October of 2003, Nan Rubin and Makani Themba Nixon wrote a front-page editorial in The
Nation about the media justice movement. In this purportedly comprehensive review of the state
of the movement, they highlighted independent media centers (IMCs) and the role that the
precursors to social media activists and bloggers played in the “Battle in Seattle”16 in 1999 and
other major mobilizations and actions responding to growing inequality and neoliberal
globalization. What they failed to document in their history – despite doing a long interview
with me and some of my colleagues – was the lengthy history of poor and homeless people
creating their own media and using all means of communications to broadcast their struggles to
the world. In response to their editorial I wrote this letter to The Nation, where I attempted to
paint a fuller picture of the influences and development of the media justice movement:
Makani Themba-Nixon and Nan Rubin make an important point about the
centrality of media justice in grassroots organizing in recent years. But what’s
missing from the article is the history of the ways that poor people themselves
have been leaders in the modern media justice movement. Since the mid-1980’s,
poor people’s organizations such as the National Union of the Homeless and,
later, the Kensington Welfare Rights Union (KWRU) have been creating their
own media to raise awareness of growing poverty in America and document the
creative actions of a modern movement to end poverty, led by the poor.
It’s no coincidence that some of the most creative uses of media are being
generated by poor communities in struggle. In response to an editorial policy by
the Philadelphia Inquirer to stop covering the actions of the KWRU in
Philadelphia, we developed a grassroots media strategy that included the creation
of an award-winning website which has been the media linchpin of a growing
nationwide network of poor people’s organizations (called the Poor People’s
Economic Human Rights Campaign). In 1999, I founded Human Rights Tech to
The Battle of Seattle refers to the protests at the WTO Ministerial Conference that was to launch another wave of
global trade negotiations held at the Washington Convention Center in Seattle, Washington. There were upwards of
40,000 protestors, the largest protest at a meeting of an organization around economic policy in history. Many
different organizations participated including Global Exchange, the AFL-CIO, Jubilee 2000 and other anarchist
groups and NGOs. The protests overshadowed the trade negotiations and called significant attention to
globalization, neoliberalism and the impact of institutions like the IMF and the World Bank on the people.
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share the lessons we learned and help groups (including the Coalition of
Immokalee Workers) build their own media organizing infrastructure.
Poor people’s organizations have been making alliances and holding their own
conferences to contest their exclusion and misrepresentation by the mainstream
press. Indeed, these organizations founded the Break the Media Blackout
Campaign, and organized a series of conferences starting in 1992 in Kansas City.
The third Break the Media Blackout Conference, held at Temple University in
Philadelphia last October, grew out of this history.
It is crucial that the broader media justice movement hear the voices of these poor
people’s organizations and know their history. They can learn much from these
media pioneers (Caruso 2003).
Filling out the history of the role of the poor and marginalized in the media justice movement
and larger social justice struggles is crucial to an understanding of the roots and true beginnings
of innovative ideas and solutions to poverty and inequality, as well as some of the most creative
uses of media and communications. Indeed, it is the role of social scientists to document and
portray accurately the genesis of movements and the influences that make such social change
activism successful. Alas, all too often these histories emphasize those who have the resources
to tell their stories – a reality that holds a special irony for writing about the “media justice”
movement.

Therefore, my goal here is to tell the fuller story of the creative ways in which poor and
marginalized people have taken up the tools of information technology and social media to
advance the struggle for human rights and dignity. It is a contribution to documenting the poor
making history. As anti-poverty leader, Willie Baptist, says, “movements begin with the telling
of untold stories” (Baptist and Rehmann 2011). Some of the stories that follow are what the
beginning of movements make.
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As discussed in the first chapter, my organizing genealogy can be traced back through decades of
poor people working to organize themselves across racial and other dividing lines into a broad
social movement. I have worked with many grassroots organizations including the Coalition of
Immokalee Workers, the Kensington Welfare Rights Union, the National Union of the
Homeless, the National Welfare Rights Organization, and been deeply impacted by the historical
experiences of the League of Revolutionary Black Workers17, the 1968 Poor People’s Campaign,
and the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union.18 These movements have been informed by social
movements of the poor from the global South, including the Landless Workers’ Movement of
Brazil, the Assembly of the Poor in Thailand, the Indian Farmers’ Movement, and the South
African Shackdwellers’ Movement.19

I look at five currents of this organizing genealogy – the Homeless Union (NUH), Kensington
Welfare Rights Union (KWRU)/Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign (PPEHRC),
the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW), United Workers Association (UW), and the
Michigan Welfare Rights Organization (MWRO). I explore the development of Human Rights

Formed in 1969 in Detroit, Michigan by the coming together of various revolutionary union movements (including
the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement, the Ford Revolutionary Union Movement, the Eldon Avenue
Revolutionary Union Movement), the League of Revolutionary Black Workers combined black liberation and
Marxism-Leninism to become a more cohesive political group dedicated to gain political power for Black workers
through political action. The League was known for waves of militant organizing in the auto industry including
leading wildcat strikes aimed at racism, low-wages and poor working conditions throughout Michigan. Prominent
members include: General Baker, Kenneth Cockrel, Mike Hamlin, Luke Tripp, John Watson, John Williams, and
Chuck Wooten.
18
The Southern Tenant Farmers Union was founded in 1934 as a union of sharecroppers and tenant farmers. Active
in Arkansas, Oklahoma, Mississippi, Missouri, Tennessee and Texas, the STFU united white and Black
sharecroppers and fought for better treatment from landowners as well as better policies and procedures of the
Agricultural Adjustment Association, a New Deal Program started by Franklin D. Roosevelt. The STFU is
influential in organizing across racial lines and among poor rural people in the South.
19
Much of this genealogy and the lessons and influences from this work are documented in a series of articles
written by leaders of the Kensington Welfare Rights Union and Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign,
including: Baptist and Damico 2005, Baptist and Bricker Jenkins 2006, Baptist et al 1999, Baptist and Honkala.
2003, Wagner 2002. West 1981, and Zucchino 1997.
17
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Tech throughout these five currents, and I demonstrate how they have all begun to come together
in the stream of the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival (launched in
December of 2017).20

This chapter tells some of the untold stories of poor and dispossessed people organizing,
educating and taking the tools of information technology to tell their own stories and shift the
narrative. The stories of these organizations and leaders offer insights about how grassroots
movements for social change led by poor and dispossessed people can inform larger social
justice struggles. This chapter centers around the use of digital media and information
technology to advance social change from the ground up and explores both the tools used and the
content produced and broadcasted using those tools. I believe these largely undocumented efforts
offer significant lessons on the poor making history, especially grabbing hold of means of
communication to advance the struggle for justice and dignity. At the end of this chapter, I
summarize some of those lessons and examine both the pedagogy and pedagogues.

The National Union of the Homeless (NUH)
In the summer of 2001, I had the opportunity to travel to South Africa for a meeting of the
International Network for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ESCR-Net). While walking
through Cape Town for the first time, I heard a crowd chanting in unison, “No Housing, No

One thread that runs through this whole dissertation is a genealogy of poor people and people of conscience who
have been organizing for a long time whose streams of organizing flow into a current powerful grassroots statebased movement called the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival. The Campaign is cochaired by Rev. Dr. William Barber, architect of the Forward Together Moral Mondays Movement and Rev. Dr. Liz
Theoharis, Director of the Kairos Center. There are State Coordinating Committees organized in 40 states across the
United States at the time of the writing of this dissertation that are committed to building a powerful moral
movement led by and with poor people that take on systemic racism, poverty, ecological devastation, the war
economy, and the distorted moral narrative of religious nationalism. See: www.poorpeoplescampaign.org.
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Peace!” Following the chant, a friend and I came upon a rally by the Capetown Anti-Eviction
Committee. This chant originated in the struggles of organized homeless people in New York
City’s Tompkins Square Park’s Tent City in 1989, and had traveled all the way to Cape Town,
South Africa. Homeless and formerly homeless organizers from Tompkins Square helped to
form the National Union of the Homeless (NUH), which in the late 1980s and early 1990s had 25
chapters in cities across the United States representing tens of thousands of homeless people.
Another slogan of the National Union of the Homeless was, “Tompkins Square Everywhere” and
hearing shackdwellers in South Africa use a chant developed by the homeless in the United
States truly embodied that slogan and demonstrated the lasting impact of the Homeless Union.

Tompkins Square Everywhere
The struggles of homeless people in Tompkins Square, and their repression by the police, is an
iconic struggle of the poor and dispossessed in the 1980s. It is representative as well of the broad
organizing homeless people have done – efforts that are rarely reported or studied. Neil Smith
describes the August 6, 1988 Tompkins Square Riot as a last stand against gentrification in New
York City. The protestors at Tompkins Square (including many of the park’s neighbors) were
claiming that the City had a responsibility to all its inhabitants - not just the “gentry” - when they
chanted, “Whose City? Our City! Whose Streets? Our Streets!” They were resisting the
exclusion of the poor from these and other prime urban locations and challenging a new form of
urban renewal. The protestors on August 6 knew that this new development policy demanded
that they be relegated to the invisible, which makes their struggle an important starting point in
the use of media and communication technology by the poor.
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As opposed to an anomaly or an isolated event, clashes over gentrification, urban development
policy, homelessness and increased poverty were breaking out broadly in the late-80s and early90s. Once the conflicts in Tompkins Square erupted, they did not go away. The slogan
“Tompkins Square Everywhere” was emblematic of a new period of American history. It was
not a period solely defined by the urban policies of “renewal”, “gentrification”, or, as housing
activist Yolanda Ward named it, “spatial deconcentration.”21 It was also defined by the
organized resistance of homeless and poor people to economic and social trends. This was not
only an immediate, defensive struggle to keep a park open all night – it heralded a movement of
people to build communities of resistance and to claim housing and other needs as human rights.

Shortly after August 6, 1988, a community of homeless people living in Tompkins Square Park
founded a Tent City and began taking care of each other as they resisted the housing policies of
the city and confronted the shelter system. The diverse mix of people from the riot were still
present in the park including African-Americans, Ukrainians, Poles, Puerto Ricans, hippies, punk
rockers, skin heads and Jamaican Rastas. Ronald Casanova, usually called “Cas” by his friends
and colleagues, was one of the founders and leaders of Tent City. He describes the encampment
in the park in his autobiography, Each One, Teach One: Up and Out of Poverty, Memoirs of a
Street Activist: “I had experienced people living in the street since I was young, a youth living in
hallways. The general plight of the homeless did not really affect me back then; I only worried
about myself. But by that summer of 1989, things had changed very drastically from the way
they had been. I had never seen so many homeless people” (Casanova 1996:123). Something

Washington D.C. Housing Activist Yolanda Ward termed “Spatial Deconcentration” to describe Housing and
Urban Development’s Housing Policy in the 1980s. She described that HUD was demolishing housing projects and
other housing policies where large numbers of poor people lived close together in order to head off urban riots of the
poor similar to the Watts Uprising and other urban riots of the 1960s (Ward 1980).
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new was emerging, as homeless people began to develop community among this diverse
grouping of people.

By the summer of 1989 the encampment at Tompkins Square Park was not just growing, but also
starting to become politicized:
People just kept coming. The police themselves, all over New York, began telling
homeless people in the subways and doorways of the Bronx, Brooklyn and
Queens to go down to Tompkins Square Park. We had an influx of people
coming in, pitching tents and building shacks. The park became a sanctuary…
We were getting a lot of clothes donations, which we hung up on fences for
anybody who needed them and could use them. Beside each one of the tents we
had campfires, and there was one communal campfire where we fed any people
who were hungry. People in the neighborhood would go out and buy or collect
food and bring it for our kitchen. People began to get the word that we were
feeding the homeless and anybody was welcome (Casanova 1996, 123).
Our community grew and we soon gave it the name of ‘Tent City’. Things were
happening fast. Tent City did not happen as a planned organization. There was
no revolution, no movement there. It started as a place where people came
because they needed a place to stay… Tent City was open to anyone and everyone
who rejected the city’s so-called solutions to homelessness. We had a slogan:
“No Housing, No Peace.” Now, that did not mean that we wanted a violent
confrontation with the authorities. That meant we were not going to allow
ourselves to be quietly put out of sight and mind in jails or dangerous shelters.
That is no solution, that is burial (Casanova 1996:127).
The homeless did not want a violent confrontation, but insisted the City resolve the problem of
homelessness. Instead the city responded with police repression. Although homeless people had
been allowed to keep sleeping in the park just prior to and following the August 6, 1988 melee,
once the first waves of gentrification happened and some park users were pushed out of the
neighborhood, more homeless people were pushed out too. According to homeless people
present for police evictions from the park,
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One part of the problem was that since the police were sending any and all
homeless people to the park, drugs in the park naturally increased. But the truth
of the matter is, if it weren’t for the fact that Tent City existed in Tompkins
Square Park, they would not have done anything about the drugs. Once we
started making noise about poverty and homelessness, the cops started putting it
in the paper and in the neighborhood that the homeless people in the park were all
drug addicts. They also said later for the New York Times that we had been living
there for only a week, as if that lie could justify what they eventually did.
(Casanova 1996:131).
The eviction of homeless people from Tompkins Square Park was part of the gentrification
policy of New York City; Tent City or no Tent City, the homeless were going to be pushed out.
It is no accident, however, that the homeless living in Tent City, raising questions about
gentrification, the lack of affordable housing, and the mistreatment of homeless people, were the
first to be harassed, brutalized, and evicted by the police and slandered in the press. These
politicized, conscious homeless people were not going to be silent as the city furthered its urban
renewal and development strategy. So, they had to be removed.

Each time the homeless were evicted, they would set Tent City right back up. Less than a year
after the Tompkins Square Riot, “More than 200 police officers in riot gear and about a dozen
parks workers…tore down [this] shanty town where about 100 homeless people [had] been
living” (New York Times 6 July 1989). Then again in December 1989, “A ramshackle tent city
of the homeless in Tompkins Square Park was torn down…as scores of city and park police
officers mounted a long planned, long announced operation of nearly military complexity”
(Kifner 1989).

In the fall of 1989, leaders from Tent City partnered with other housing activists and anarchists
and moved into an abandoned school building to set up a community and social service center
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for poor and homeless people right near Tompkins Square, called the ABC Community. They
were evicted from this building months later – with some homeless and other leaders practicing
civil disobedience in a fight to keep programs for homeless people running. At the same time
that Tent City was built and torn down, similar efforts and encampments of homeless people
were happening all over the country (New York Times 6 July 1989). These other efforts, some
spontaneous, others organized by politicized homeless people, became part of the larger effort of
the National Union of the Homeless for united action on growing poverty and homelessness.

Beginnings of the National Union of the Homeless
Indeed, the poor and homeless who led the National Union of the Homeless collectively
organized simultaneous tent cities and takeovers of abandoned houses in multiple cities,
creatively used the media and community hearings, built alliances with unions and student
groups, and engaged in nonviolent civil disobedience and other forms of protest with concrete
demands for change. The NUH came out of a rich history of the poor organizing the poor in the
United States. Key leaders emerged from union, civil rights, and welfare rights struggles, some
who had been participants in the 1968 Poor People’s Campaign, initiated by Martin Luther King,
Jr. months before his assassination. While the Poor People’s Campaign was cut short by the
execution of Dr. King, many of its grassroots leaders remained active. Leaders also emerged
from the Watts Riots, the Black Panthers, the American Indian Movement and other freedom
struggles of the 1960s and 1970s. The National Union of the Homeless, in partnership with the
National Welfare Rights Union and other organizations led by the poor, would pick up from
where some of these struggles left off.
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The beginnings of National Union of the Homeless were in Philadelphia, years before Tent City
at Tompkins Square Park. In 1983, Chris Sprowal, Franklin Smith, and Tex Howard, all three
homeless and unemployed, founded The Committee for Dignity and Fairness for the Homeless.
Within nine months more than 500 homeless members joined their roles—including families
with children, unemployed skilled trade workers, and working people still unable to afford
housing—and they built partnerships with churches, labor, and community organizations. By
February 1984, the Committee for Dignity and Fairness for the Homeless had established a
shelter run and managed by currently and formerly homeless persons and focused protests on the
shameful conditions in the emergency shelter programs across the city. By 1985, under the
slogan ‘Homeless Not Helpless’, these homeless leaders began to demand permanent housing,
work and healthcare (NUH 1988).

On April 6, 1985, 400 homeless delegates, as well as union leaders, religious leaders, public
interest lawyers, state politicians, and the local president of the NAACP came together for the
Founding Convention of the Philadelphia/Delaware Valley Union of the Homeless. Chris
Sprowal, the Director of the Committee for Dignity and Fairness to the Homeless, had been a
leader in the New York City CORE (Congress on Racial Equality) and had widespread union
contacts including the National Union of Hospital and Healthcare Workers (1199c)22. These
labor and other justice leaders in Philadelphia helped to draw publicity and political support for

The National Union of Health Care and Hospital Union, 1199c, has been under the leadership of President Henry
Nicholas since 1981. Nicholas came to Pennsylvania after organizing hospital workers in South Carolina as part of a
second phase of the 1968 Poor People’s Campaign (the first phase was called the Washington Campaign and was
setting up a Resurrection City on the National Mall). When Rev. Dr. King was assassinated, Nicholas went to
Memphis to organize the silent march and to keep organizing sanitation workers for the Poor People’s Campaign.
The National Union of Health Care and Hospital Workers Union was not only supportive and involved in the NUH
but also the KWRU became an affiliate of 1199c in the wake of the 1996 Welfare Reform and the effort to force
welfare recipients onto workfare. 1199c has a long history of activism and organizing.
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the Homeless Union and suggested a new important alliance between the employed and
unemployed working together for community prosperity and social justice (New York Times 21
April 1985). At the Convention, the Union of the Homeless adopted a Constitution that
committed it ‘to act collectively’ to advocate for the rights and dignity of homeless and poor
people and ‘to demand an end to homelessness, unemployment and poverty forever in America.’
Further, the Constitution stated: “This Organization pledges to organize and unite the homeless,
unemployed and poor working people of the Philadelphia/Delaware Valley region without regard
to race, color, sex, sexual orientation, age, religion, national origin or political affiliation”
(Philadelphia/Delaware Valley Union of the Homeless 1985).

In a short period of time, the Union won the right to shelter and 24-hour intake in city homeless
shelters, the right of homeless persons to vote (eliminating a permanent residential address
requirement), and secured public showers, after staging scandalous “bathe-ins” at public
fountains in Center City Philadelphia. The Union kept in the public discourse the problems and
proposed solutions associated with emergency shelters in particular, recognizing and challenging
the endemic abuse and violence, the separating women from their preteen children, close
quarters, theft, communicable disease, and rape. Also significant was that the Homeless Union
built an independent financial base, with 6,000 members paying monthly dues of one dollar for
the homeless and five dollars for the housed.

Homeless people organizing homeless people spread rapidly from city to city in the 1980s. By
late 1985, new chapters were cropping up. In order to continue to grow, the Union developed a
six-week intensive “Leadership and Organizing Training Institute for Homeless Activists.”
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Using membership fees and other contributions, graduates of the Institute were at the forefront of
organizing affiliates, as part of the National Homeless Organizing Team (NUH 1988). The
Training Institute led to the development of the Annie Smart Leadership Development Institute
(named after a welfare rights organizer from Louisiana) to continue guiding political education
and analysis, and later the University of the Poor.23

The NUH, with representatives from eight affiliates, held its first strategy meeting in October
1986 in Philadelphia, electing officers and developing the first national policy for the
organization. The Homeless Union became known for organizing campaigns focused on
particular targets or seasons of the year. In 1986, the NUH initiated the Winter Offensive
Strategy, calling for simultaneous actions by each of its affiliates under the slogan: ‘Homes and
Jobs: Not Death in the Streets.’ By 1987 there were locals or affiliate unions in Los Angeles,
Chicago, New Orleans, Philadelphia, and New York, Boston, Baltimore, and Washington, DC,
Oakland, Tucson, Albuquerque, St. Paul, Minneapolis, and Detroit. These local homeless unions
captured the attention of local and national media; The New York Times reported “Homeless
Plight Protested in Three Cities,” focusing on the takeover of empty units at the Henry Horner
Public Housing Project by the Chicago/Gary Area Union of the Homeless, as well as mentioning
similar actions and arrests in Oakland and Seattle. Forcing the Chicago Housing Authority to
admit that 5,700 public housing units remained vacant (due to disrepair), Gary Otis, president of
the Chicago/Gary Union, emphasized, “People say we’re crazy out here on the streets. Well,

Annie Smart had a famous saying “My name is Annie Smart not Annie Dumb” which she would use to emphasize
the importance of study and political education. The NUH, KWRU and University of the Poor developed an “Annie
Smart Dictionary” that was used to define key terms including poverty, capitalism, homelessness as part of a larger
political education program for the movement work.

23

41

what’s crazy is sitting around and not doing anything about it. We’re not going to give up”
(Johnson 7 January 1988).

The NUH also aimed to shift the narrative around poverty and homelessness. Homeless
representatives from across the country gathered to testify at a National Tribunal on the Plight of
the Homeless, in October 1987, in New York City, on the United Nation’s International Day of
the Homeless. This tribunal spawned hearings and protests across the country continuing to focus
on ‘the acquisition of permanent, decent housing for homeless families and individuals and the
promotion of employment and employment training opportunities’ (NUH 1988).

Back in the national headquarters in Philadelphia, the NUH was able to force Philadelphia
Mayor Wilson Goode (still suffering politically from the public scandal surrounding the police
bombing of MOVE headquarters in 1985)24 to agree to work with the local Union of the
Homeless and the Committee for Dignity and Fairness in rehabilitating the 3,000 vacant
properties throughout the city as permanent, decent housing for homeless families and
individuals. In 1988, Dignity Housing was officially incorporated by Chris Sprowal, Leona
Smith (Sprowal’s successor as President of the NUH), and Alicia Christian. Founded and guided

MOVE was a black liberation group founded by John Africa in West Philadelphia in the 1970s. MOVE was
known for rowdy protests, communal living focused around a range of issues especially animal rights and radical
black politics. MOVE is most known for two events; the first was a police shoot out in 1978 at the MOVE house in
Powelton Village that resulted in 9 arrests of MOVE members. The second was the literal bombing of the MOVE
house by the Philadelphia Mayor and Police Department in Cobbs Creek in 1985 that resulted in the deaths of eleven
people (6 adults and 5 children) and the destruction of 65 houses in that poor, Black West Philadelphia
neighborhood. On May 13, 1985 the Philadelphia Police Department arrived to evict MOVE from their house at 62nd
and Osage after first shutting off their water and electricity. What first ensued was a shoot-out and stand-off between
MOVE members and the police resulting in the police using over 10,000 rounds of ammunition and Police
Commissioner Sambor ordering the house to be bombed. From a helicopter, police dropped two one-pound bombs
on the house which led to Philadelphia being named “The City that Bombed itself.” A number of MOVE members
are well known including Pam Africa (the only surviving adult from the MOVE bombing) and Mumia Abu-Jamal, a
journalist and death row activist.
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by the homeless, Dignity Housing established a housing development and social services
program with $2.9 million from the city to acquire and renovate an initial fifty homes.
Significantly, the program of Dignity Housing initially involved extensive peer counseling and
came to host the Dignity Tenants’ (later renamed Annie Smart) Leadership Development
Institute in 1992, to guide political education and tenant activism.

I got involved with the NUH and the leaders at Dignity Housing in 1989. So when on May 1st,
1990, the National Union of the Homeless organized a “Take Off the Boards” Campaign and
homeless people in fifteen cities around the United States seized empty federal (HUD) housing
simultaneously, I was deeply affected. The spectacle of organized homeless people directly
challenging private property in the name of bare survival made a big impression on me and
raised questions about the nature and potential of combining survival tactics with attention
grabbing media campaigns. The impact was not just on me: the NUH captivated the attention of
the mainstream media. Chris Sprowal was selected by Time Magazine as one of the most
influential people of the year and the New York Times and other national and local news outlets
covered the Homeless Union. At the same time, the NUH developed its own media strategy and
communications infrastructure, including publishing newsletters, making inventive fliers,
developing creative songs and slogans, and calling for and participating in the Break the Media
Breakout Conferences starting in 1992.

Despite its creativity and urgency, ultimately the National Union of the Homeless did not survive
the stresses of the drug epidemic of the late 1980s and 1990s and co-optation of some of their
leaders and bases of operation. The difficulties of sustaining grassroots organization among the
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poor and homeless are great. Because of poverty, many leaders had no stability – they had no
regular place to live, no lines of communication, and faced constant personal crises. Others were
co-opted by non-profits and the growth of the poverty industry – other organizations (including
those created through the radical advocacy of the NUH) would pick off some of the most
talented and vocal leaders, offering income and stability but taking them away from the
community and more direct action.25 There were leaders in the work who did not want to end
poverty and homelessness because their livelihood depended on organizations set up to triage
those problems, addressing them one person at a time, instead of doing away with them entirely.
A t-shirt we developed in this period stated “Homelessness – It’s Big Business.” That said, many
leaders remained committed to the vision of the poor organizing the poor and continued to build
and grow through later efforts. Starting in 1991 the NUH’s mission and methods were further
developed and carried on through other organizations, including the Kensington Welfare Rights
Union, the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign, and the University of the Poor.

Leaders of the NUH
The leaders of the Homeless Union had diverse backgrounds and histories, but something pulled
people together to act in concert. Discussed above was the charismatic Chris Sprowal, who
served as the spokesperson for and initial leader of each successive development of the Union.
Also, Willie Baptist became involved in organizing the Union of the Homeless, shortly after the
official founding of the Philadelphia/Delaware Valley Union in 1983. Willie was recruited from
the workfare/welfare rights struggle and the Left political movement out of California and

For more on the poverty industry see welfare rights activist Theresa Funiciello book Tyranny of Kindness (1994),
Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign activist and scholar David Wagner’s What’s Love Got to Do with
It (2001) and Janet Poppendieck’s Sweet Charity (1999).

25

44

Chicago to help shape the strategic direction and political education of the organization. He was
instrumental in developing the training program of the NUH and ultimately in creating and
leading the Annie Smart Leadership Development Institute. Reflecting back on the genesis of
his activism, Baptist explained, “I’m formerly homeless. I’ve been poor all my life. I’ve worked
all kinds of jobs, mostly low income jobs. I became active very early on in social struggles. In
1965, the Watts Uprising erupted, and I participated as a 17-year-old youth. And that experience
really shaped who I am today; it instilled in me a sense of social responsibility and the need to
build something much broader than my own individual activity” (Skylight Pictures 2007). From
the Watts Uprising, Baptist participated in the Black Student Movement, worked as an organizer
with the United Steelworkers, and after being recruited by Chris Sprowal, became a leader and
the primary political educator in the National Union of the Homeless. In this role, his extensive
connections with the National Welfare Rights Union and the Up & Out of Poverty Now!
Campaign facilitated nationwide organizing and collaboration.26
Several leaders of locals would also become central to the work of the National Homeless
Organizing Team of the NUH, helping to launch and educate new affiliate unions across the
country while still playing a local leadership role. One of the most dynamic and powerful was
Savina Martin. A 31-year-old former army medic, who had been homeless for a year when she
had to stop working during her second pregnancy, became the president of the Greater Boston
Union of the Homeless. Martin organized hundreds of homeless members and orchestrated
strategic housing takeovers. In the midst of taking over housing and other space in Boston,

Willie continues to play an educational role in the work. He has published numerous books and articles on the
topic of leadership development, education, the poor organizing the poor. These include: Pedagogy of the Poor:
Lessons from the Movement to End Poverty (2011), It’s Not Enough to Be Angry (2015), “The 5 Main Ingredients”,
“The 6 Panther P’s”, “The Cockroach and the Dinosaur”, “The Poor Organizing the Poor: Lessons from the
Kensington Welfare Rights Union” and other articles.
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Savina Martin, president of the 250-member homeless union, told a New York Times reporter,
“This is an emergency situation. We’re not developers or advocates. We’re the homeless
themselves asking the city please to listen or we’ll take back what’s ours…We won’t tolerate
another winter of people freezing in the street or going to shelters that are shells without hearts”
(New York Times 7 December 1986). Like many leaders, Martin faced personal as well as wider
political challenges. In 1987, she discovered the body of her sister, Dominga, who had been
murdered. She became addicted to multiple prescribed medications she was taking to deal with
the resulting nightmares within a year. Compounded by the endless demands of local and
national organizing and the struggles of trying to raise a family, this addiction led to temporary
setbacks. However, Martin successfully sought treatment and reemerged as a leader in later
struggles of the National Union of the Homeless and is active still today.

As discussed in the opening of this chapter, another important leader of the NUH was Ron
Casanova, who grew up largely in New York City institutions and spent years living on the
street, homeless from the age of twelve. Cas would become the leader of the New York
City/Tompkins Square Park Union of the Homeless in 1989 and later the Kansas City Union of
the Homeless, as well as the vice president of the National Union of the Homeless. Cas’
autobiography, Each One Teach One: Memoirs of a Street Activist, has become a foundational
text for those getting involved in the homeless and anti-poverty movement.

Finally, Joanie Baptist was raised in a poor family in Rhode Island and was recruited into the
Left movement while working in a factory in California; Alicia Christian came up in the civil
rights and black power movements, worked with the Center for Community Change and the

46

Congressional Black Congress in DC. Leona Smith, the eventual president of the National Union
of the Homeless, had her roots in Philadelphia.

Lessons and Legacy of the National Union of the Homeless
The Union of the Homeless was best known for its use of creative tactics and the power that poor
and homeless people displayed in their communication and organizing. In Austin, in 1992, in an
effort to raise the problem of poverty and homelessness into public consciousness and discourse,
the local Union of the Homeless organization deployed a small group of homeless people to
research city records and allocations for social services for homeless people. They found that no
money was allocated in the city budget for homeless services or housing homeless people but
that thousands of dollars were allotted for the purchase of Canadian geese to populate the city’s
ponds and parks at $700 per goose (to acquire, feed, shelter and protect these geese). The Austin
Union of the Homeless members believed that the city budget demonstrated the lack of import
accorded to homeless people as well as the ignorance and lack of public outcry of other residents
of the City of Austin about homelessness and poverty.

The members of the Union decided they wanted to plan a public action that would raise
questions about why money went for Canadian geese when people were dying in parks and
under bridges because of poverty and homelessness. A group of homeless individuals in the
organization moved into one of the historic mansions in downtown Austin, where there is a
series of historic homes and mansions surrounded by parks and ponds where tourists and
businesspeople take lunch breaks and feed the geese. Within a matter of minutes, news cameras
and police officers were at the site. The police got out of the cars and raised their guns and
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demanded that the homeless people come out with their hands up. Slowly the front door of one
of the mansions creaked open and the police saw two homeless people in the doorway, one
standing with a goose in one hand and a knife in the other. The homeless man responded to the
police, “One step forward and this goose is cooked!”

This campaign (which started with researching the city budget and culminated in the action in
the historic mansion and had creative communication at its center) was successful in engaging
the city of Austin in a debate over why there would be money in the budget for Canadian geese
but not homeless families. The front-page headlines of the papers discussed the issue of
homelessness for nearly two weeks; TV news programs replayed the scene of the police
confronting the homeless people; and the city council met to discuss a systematic plan to
overcome homelessness in Austin. While the Canadian geese were not eliminated from the
budget, this debate resulted in the budget being changed to prioritize basic necessities –
including the initiation of housing programs in the city.

At its height, the National Union of the Homeless had 30,000 members. There were 800
members at the founding convention in Philadelphia, 1,200 members at the founding convention
of the New York Homeless Union held at the Riverside Church, there were 1,000 members at the
foundation convention in Los Angeles, and 800 for the Chicago/Gary, IN convention. The
achievements of the Homeless Union between the 1980s and 1990s included winning the right of
homeless people to vote, setting up housing programs run by homeless people in nearly a dozen
cities where the Homeless Union organized, and shifting the narrative about poverty and
homelessness. It spawned other organizations and publications including those mentioned
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above, and The New Abolitionist newspaper (which was still being published in 1996), Break the
Media Blackout News (1992), and Artists for a Better America (which continued until 2005).
And the Homeless Union together with the National Welfare Rights Union and the Anti-Hunger
Coalition launched the Up and Out of Poverty Network, a powerful alliance of poor people’s
organizations in the 1980s and 1990s. There were documentaries made about the Homeless
Union,27 and Comic Relief did a fundraiser concert for the organization.

The influences on and of the Homeless Union were also considerable. It was at a takeover house
in North Philadelphia in 1992 that I was first introduced to Marx. Staying overnight in an
abandoned federally-owned home piqued my interest in how capitalism worked and how
homelessness was created. At a 1996 conference of homeless activists, revolutionaries, social
scientists connected to the NUH held at MIT, I heard people say that homeless people taking
over abandoned houses was an objectively socialist act! A cadre of autodidacts and “organic
intellectuals” who helped run the six-week intensive study program of the Homeless Union
continued to promote political education in other grassroots efforts of the poor to organize. A
theory of the poor organizing the poor arose from this work and there exists today the Homeless
Union History Project, located in the University of the Poor, that is sharing theoretical and
practical lessons from this organizing drive with poor and homeless efforts across the United
States today. There are new Homeless Unions springing up across the country including in
Salinas, Chico, and Maryville, California; Greensboro, North Carolina; New York City and
Rochester, New York; Boston, Massachusetts; and Grays Harbor and Seattle, Washington.
These Homeless Unions are playing a leadership role in the Poor People’s Campaign: A National

27

Documentary films produced by Skylight Pictures include: Street Heat (1989) and Takeover (1991).
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Call for Moral Revival. Indeed, the NUH ushered in an era of organizing and educating that is
still bearing fruit.

Kensington Welfare Rights Union (KWRU)
As the Homeless Union went into demise in the early 1990s – because of crack cocaine, the
growth of the poverty industry, and the lack of experience of the poor organizing the poor –
many of its leaders, including myself and Willie Baptist, shifted to help form and work with the
Kensington Welfare Rights Union (KWRU). The KWRU drew lessons from the Homeless
Union nationally and especially from some of the weaknesses of the work in Philadelphia. It
was formed in 1991 in Kensington, North Philadelphia, the former heart of the industrial district–
where Stetson Hats and Radio Flyer Wagons were once made.

Kensington was a point of weakness for the City of Philadelphia – it was a community where
poor people came together across race and nationality. In the 1990s, its two main sources of
income were welfare and drugs; 70% of the population did something illegal to survive. This
was the result of decades of deindustrialization and the imposition of neoliberal policies.
Starting in the 1970s, Philadelphia lost hundreds of thousands of manufacturing jobs – to the
suburbs, U.S. South and global south. Many of these jobs were automated; robots have replaced
thousands of blue collars workers. Other jobs moved to Latin America and Asia, where workers
are paid 1/10 of what unionized workers used to be paid to do the same work.28 In 1998, I met a
peasant woman from Haiti (the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere) who was involved in

For more on deindustrialization and the rise of poverty in Philadelphia there are various sources including
Zucchino 1997, McKee 2008, Adams et al 1991, Adams et al 2008. Cohen and Zysman 1987, Cowie 1999, and
Lotchin 1984.
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organizing back in Lagonav, Haiti. I brought her to Kensington where she claimed the
conditions of housing, living and health were no better than in Haiti.

The economic changes in Kensington had social effects in the neighborhood. The Kensington
community is a microcosm of this country: it is one of many multi-racial, intergenerational poor
communities, including Lorain, Ohio; Welch, West Virginia; Columbia, Mississippi; San Jose,
California; Minneapolis, Minnesota. Kensington is about 30% white, 30% black, 30% Latino,
and 10% Asian and immigrants from Eastern Europe, the Middle East and Africa. The majority
of the population is less than 25 years old, but people of all ages live in the neighborhood. And
with the diversity of people come a diversity of religions; while the majority of people in
Kensington are Christian, they live alongside Muslims, Jews, Hindus, and Buddhists.

KWRU was started by a group of poor women in April 1991 who came together out of necessity,
responding to then-Governor Bob Casey's efforts to cut welfare. The KWRU, however, was also
continuing the tradition of grassroots organizing of the National Welfare Rights Organization29
under the leadership of Johnnie Tillmon30, Annie Smart, and Beulah Sanders31. It was also

The National Welfare Rights Organization was formed in 1965 and was active until 1975. At its height, it had
25,000 members, mostly poor African American women. There was a struggle for influence and strategic direction
within the NWRO (that I will discuss in more depth in Chapter 3) between Frances Fox Piven, Richard Cloward,
George Wiley and grassroots poor women who believed in the power of organizing and educating the poor like
Johnnie Tillmon, Beulah Sanders, Annie Smart and others.
30
In 1963, Johnnie Tillmon founded ANC (Aid to Needy Children) Mothers Anonymous in Watts, California which
was one of the first grassroots welfare mothers’ organizations. This organization later became part of the National
Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO). Tillmon became the first chair of the NWRO early in its founding. In 1972
she became its executive director of NWRO after the resignation of George Wiley. The NWRO ended in 1975;
however, Tillmon continued fighting for welfare rights at the state and local levels. Her model of organizing that
emphasizes leadership of the poor and the need and capacity of poor people, especially poor women of color, has
been used for further organizing in the NUH, NWRU and other poor people’s organizations discussed in this
dissertation.
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Beulah Sanders was a social activists, tenants rights leader, partner of labor and anti-poverty organizer. Ms.
Sanders began to organize welfare recipients in 1964. By 1966 she led the largest welfare coalition in the nation. In
1967 she was appointed as vice-chair of the National Welfare Rights Organization. Sanders testified before
29
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building on the re-founding of the National Welfare Rights Union by Marian Kramer, Dottie
Stevens32, and others who came forward to mentor a next generation of poor women leaders.

KWRU aimed to do three things: 1. Speak to the issues which directly affect the lives of the
poor: poor people have been excluded from debates, such as welfare reform, which have huge
impact on our families. They were committed to tell the stories of what is really happening in
poor people’s lives and in poor communities across the country by testifying at local, state and
national hearings; speaking at welfare offices, college campuses, religious congregations, union
halls, social service agencies, and anywhere they have had the chance. 2. Help each other and all
poor people get what is needed to survive: KWRU was committed to seeing that all people have
the basic necessities of life - food, clothing, utilities, medical care and housing and therefore
assisted over 500 families in obtaining housing and utilities. Perhaps what KWRU became most
known for was tent cities when the shelter system was full and "Human Rights Houses" as bases
for emergency housing, free food and clothing distribution, and free medical clinics. And 3.
Organize a broad-based movement to end poverty, led by poor people, to end poverty once and
for all. KWRU was committed to linking up with other efforts of poor people across the state,

Congress as a leader of the NWRO for the first time in 1967 as Congress tried to push through a series of
amendments to the Social Security Act which would institute rapid workfare provisions. In 1968, she was included
in the U.S. delegation to the Paris peace talks, she ran for the New York State senate in the Freedom and Peace
Party, and spoke in the anti-war circuit. She was the only black speaker at the first national rally following the Kent
State and Jackson State shootings. On May 13, 1970, she and 150 women—nearly all black female welfare
recipients—occupied the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (now the Department of Health and Human
Services and the Department of Education) to protest Nixon’s welfare cuts through the FAP program. Members of
the National Welfare Rights Union, Kairos Center and Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival
successfully petitioned to have 92nd Street and Columbus Avenue, where Beulah Sanders lived and organized, be
named for her in the Fall of 2018.
32
Dottie Stevens was a welfare rights organizer from Boston, Massachusetts. Born into a poor family and poor all of
her life, Dottie was a founder of Advocacy for Resources for Modern Survival, which helps low-income students.
She also was a founder of Survivors Inc. and editor of its journal Survival News, a forum for the voices of lowincome women. In 1990, Ms. Stevens ran for governor of Massachusetts on an “Elect the Victims” ticket and
campaign. Still active in the National Welfare Rights Union, she died in 2014 from cancer.
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country and world, delving into political education about the history of social movements in
order to replicate lessons, and engaging in actions and public policy debates about which way on
economic rights (KWRU 2000).

From 1991 until 1997, the KWRU was involved in creative local actions that both provided for
the survival needs of its members and made the problems of poverty visible for the world to see.
The first public action was taking over an abandoned welfare office in an attempt to make it a
community center. The six women who were arrested in this action faced many years in jail for
their act of civil disobedience. They creatively used their trial as a media spectacle to make the
city and its inhabitants debate why there should be poverty and homelessness when there are
vacant buildings and houses ready for the taking. Parts of this trial were documented in the
documentary Poverty Outlaw (1997).

The KWRU continued after that trial with community marches, press conferences, meetings,
including Homes for the Holidays Campaigns, housing takeovers, and protests of the Convention
Center development. In 1995, KWRU set up a Tent City and continued in a multi-year battle for
housing for dozens of homeless families. This housing campaign included setting up Tent City
at 4th and Lehigh Avenues in the summer of 1995, moving Tent City into the abandoned St.
Edward’s Catholic Church in the winter of 1995, a series of housing takeovers in the winter and
spring of 1996, and eventually moving Tent City to American Street and naming it “Ridgeville”
for then Governor, Tom Ridge in the summer of 1996. Before that summer of 1996 was through,
KWRU organized a march from “Ridgeville” to Governor Ridge’s Mansion in Harrisburg
protesting cutting 250,000 people off of health care in the lead up to Welfare Reform. While in
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Harrisburg in a concerted campaign, KWRU set up a Poor People’s Embassy, and began using a
human rights framework in the organizing. Also in 1996, the KWRU were founding members of
the Labor Party along with the United Mine Workers, International Longshore and Warehouse
Union, American Federation of Government Employees, Oil Chemical and Atomic Workers
International Union (later PACE), California Nurses Association and other major international
unions.33 In the summer of 1997, KWRU organized the March for Our Lives from the Liberty
Bell to the United Nations, a 10-day march to protest welfare reform and other social service
cuts.
A Media Blackout and the Birth of a Webpage
In the middle of the on-going creative organizing and educating that KWRU was doing, the
Philadelphia Inquirer shifted its media policy on the tactics of these poor and homeless families.
In 1996, Philadelphia’s major newspaper ran a lead editorial entitled “Homeless Hype.”
Criticizing KWRU's grassroots actions, the paper announced, “What the people of Kensington
really need is some peace and quiet” (Philadelphia Inquirer 20 January 1996). It said nothing
about the people of Philadelphia’s poorest neighborhood needing living wage jobs, health care,
education. This editorial marked a change in the paper's policy: no longer would they give any
coverage to our efforts, no matter how newsworthy. It was clear what media isolation would
mean for the organization: the disappearance of the issue of poverty from the public debate and
the withering away of the supporter base we were building. This move on the part of the

Founded by Tony Mazzocchi, one of the main campaigners behind the Occupational Safety and Health Act of
1970 and the organizer behind the Karen Silkwood case, the Labor Party was committed to building power among
the working class in opposition to the neoliberal turn of the Democratic Party that was supporting NAFTA and
Welfare Reform. The Labor Party did not run candidates but proposed national campaigns including the Just
Healthcare Campaign, a Right to a Job at a Living Wage Amendment Campaign, a GI Bill for all College Students
Campaign and others. Although tragically cut short by the death of Tony Mazzocchi in 2002, the Labor Party was an
important effort to unite the whole of the working class – the employed and unemployed – in a political formation
independent of the Democratic Party.

33
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Philadelphia Inquirer was emblematic of something going on with mainstream press in news
outlets across the country. This was a time of the Washington Consensus and Clinton politics
and the merging and consolidation of media outlets and a general move of the press to be more
pro-business and anti-popular (McChesney, Wood, Foster 1998).

So, when Philadelphia’s leading paper refused to report on the lives and actions of poor people, I
set up the KWRU’s first web page and listserv. In 1996 (long before Facebook and Twitter and
just three years after the release of the first web browsers for personal computers) I trained
members to update the website, create email lists, and find ways to get their stories to the public.
Grassroots organizations were not using the Internet at this point. Even corporations did not yet
have a strong Internet presence. But what I found training people to use the Internet and other
information technology tools to broadcast the struggles of the poor was that it can literally open
up a whole world to those whose lives have been very circumscribed by poverty. Learning, and
eventually teaching, these technologies can significantly bolster peoples’ sense of their own
power, and can be the catalyst for creativity and deeper leadership in their communities. The
access to information and communication that comes with these skills is an important dimension
of leadership in today’s world.

All sorts of things can happen when you have a strong presence on the Internet. In the height of
the organizing work of the KWRU in the 1990s, a filmmaker in Sweden got a contract from the
BBC to do a documentary on the impact of welfare reform in the US. He didn't know where to
begin, so he sent out some general emails to some lists, and someone pointed him in the direction
of the KWRU website. He looked at the site, printed every page of the site out, stuffed them in
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his briefcase, and flew to Philadelphia. He then proceeded to film a documentary on the real
impact of welfare reform in the US, as a way to try to influence public policy in Sweden to stop
the imposition of the supposedly successful "American Model" of welfare reform in his country.

In the winter of 1997–98, the policy-making council of the KWRU, made up of homeless and
formerly homeless leaders, made an important decision: to use the scarce resources of the
organization to fund a nationwide organizing bus tour. With so many members of KWRU
desperately needing resources for themselves and their families, the decision reflected a
commitment to the goal of building the movement and an understanding that unless the
organization tackled the root causes of poverty and homelessness and began spreading the
network and building power that KWRU members were going to continue to suffer more and
more.

The “New Freedom Bus—Freedom from Unemployment, Hunger, and Homelessness”34
departed Philadelphia in June of 1998 with two primary goals: building a national network of
grassroots groups addressing issues of poverty; and identifying impacted leaders in impoverished
communities in rural, urban, exurban and suburban communities across the United States. The
New Freedom Bus visited 35 towns and cities in 30 days, participating in local actions, press
conferences, and other events organized by local groups, many of them media events. The
locales ranged from small towns to large cities, covering all geographic regions of the country,

The New Freedom Bus Tour was inspired by the Freedom Rides of the 1960s when young Black and white people
rode on integrated buses from state to state challenging then legal state segregation. Some of the original freedom
riders are still involved in our work today including the recently passed John Maguire.

34
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and the people were young and old, employed and unemployed, and they were people of all
races, often working together in the same organizations (KWRU 1998).

We covered the activities and leaders on the bus tour through an interactive web page so people
across the country and world could follow the New Freedom Bus in real time. It featured text,
photos, and video documenting the stops on the bus tour, testimony from the local leaders we
met, the interactions and new connections being made, and basic information about human rights
and using the human rights framework to organize. On later marches and bus tours I was able to
train others to make these updates. Along with the website, we produced our own newsletter for
the groups and leaders we met on the bus tour to communicate our key values and to ask
organizations to join a larger movement and campaign led by the poor (KWRU 1998).

Documentary filmmakers produced a film entitled Outriders (2000) from the bus tour. That film
was aired on PBS and played a role in connecting grassroots groups from all the communities
that participated in the bus tour into a larger network of organizations focused on building a
movement for economic human rights in the United States. In part, because leaders of grassroots
organizations were featured in the film, these leaders, from diverse backgrounds and
geographies, began to see commonalities with others across the country.

A call for a Poor People’s Summit grew out of the New Freedom Bus Tour, and this call became
part of the newsletter and the website (KWRU 1998). Held in October 1998 in Philadelphia, the
summit drew approximately 400 representatives of groups from 40 states and Puerto Rico. In
their work, these organizations were addressing a range of issues—homelessness, health care, the
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needs of contingent workers and the unemployed, battered women, immigrants, and more—from
many theoretical perspectives and strategies. At this summit, the Poor People’s Economic
Human Rights Campaign (PPEHRC) was born under a banner that encompassed all the concerns
represented and provided a framework for unifying analysis and action.

The Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign
PPEHRC’s first action was the October 1999 March of the Americas: a 30-day march from
Washington D.C. to the United Nations in New York where poor people from across the United
States and Western Hemisphere protested Welfare Reform (TANF)35 and NAFTA.36 These were
two major manifestations of neoliberal policies that were punishing the poor and making global
solidarity of the poor, especially in the Western Hemisphere, more and more necessary and
possible.

The March of the Americas was a significant undertaking. It was organized and conceived of by
poor and homeless people from the United States who recognized a deep solidarity with social
movements from across the Western Hemisphere and world. The March kicked off in
Washington D.C. where leaders of the Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign

The Personal Responsibility and Work Reconciliation Act of 1996 ended welfare as people knew it and established
Temporary Aid to Needy Families (TANF), replacing Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). A number
of elements are significant to the TANF legislation – it ended the federal entitlement to welfare, it changed the
funding for welfare programs to state block grants, it established a five year lifetime limit on welfare and a two year
work requirement for receiving welfare. A deeply moralistic piece of legislation, the PRWRA contributed to shifting
the blame for poverty to welfare recipients and other poor people. Much of the organizing led by KWRU and the
NWRU was in response to the 1996 Welfare Reform Law. It was signed into law by Democratic President Bill
Clinton.
36
The North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) established free trade among the United States, Canada, and
Mexico. The result of this legislation was the proliferation of maquiladoras on the U.S. Mexico Border, the racheting
of wages downward in the US, the elimination of social service programs in Canada and a more widespread and
deepening poverty across all three countries.
35

58

submitted a petition, created with support from a team of lawyers, to the Inter-American
Commission indicting the U.S. of human rights abuses because of welfare reform and NAFTA.37
The petition gathered stories and analysis from poor people in the U.S. and across the world
laying out the impact of neoliberalism, globalization, and austerity on lives and livelihoods.
(PPEHRC 1999).

The march covered over 400 miles across Maryland, Delaware, Pennsylvania, New Jersey and
New York culminating at the Church Center at the United Nations in New York City. PPEHRC
leaders plotted out a route from Washington D.C. to New York City, made connections and set
up meals, camping sites, protests and press conferences in impacted communities along the
route. In many ways, the march was a traveling concert and school.

Human Rights Tech
We used creative media strategies to organize and build support for the March of the Americas.
Earlier in 1999, I received funding from the Echoing Green Foundation to quit my job at a thirdparty administrator in the health insurance industry and work full time on KWRU and
PPEHRC’s digital and media projects. My charge was to form an organization that could help
develop a communications and information technology infrastructure and training curriculum for
grassroots organizations to use the Internet to advance their missions. That organization was
Human Rights Tech, which was meant to document and spread the lessons learned from the New
Freedom Bus Tour and other activities of the poor and dispossessed to break their media

Much in the way I provided the tools for a broader communication strategy and the poor leaders of a growing
movement provided the content and analysis, this too was the case with the petition. A qualified team of lawyers
pulled the brief together but this process was conceptualized and directed by leaders of the poor and dispossessed.

37
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blackout. It was to sum up our experience with these cutting-edge tools and train others how to
use them to broadcast the struggles of the poor, the strategy to unite the poor and dispossessed
across the U.S. and world, and the insights coming from such struggles.38

For the March of the Americas, I turned a van into a Human Rights Tech mobile training center
for leaders of poor people’s organizations on how to use the Internet to broadcast their struggles
and advance their organizing. From this mobile Internet training center, we produced daily
updates of the details of the days’ events as well as original digital videos of the march, pictures
and stories of various poor people and organizations that attended, testimonials of violations of
economic human rights, digital audio files of the educational events that took place all along the
march, and discussions among groups across the country and across the globe.

One of the main goals for this kind of web activity is building networks of support. When
supporters looked for daily updates about the March of the Americas on the website they found
new photos, reports, prayers, songs, and poems. To be able to follow a campaign like a march
day-by-day, with multimedia content, can make people feel a part of something and increase
their commitment.

38

An historic parallel of using the Internet developed by the U.S. military intelligence to subvert the U.S. power
structure comes with the Roman Empire and the road system that it developed. The Roman roads were designed and
created by the Roman Imperial forces for the purpose of the freely moving transportation of bodies, goods, and
services among the conquered nations of the Empire for the benefit of Rome. But the early Christian movement and
other revolutionary struggles that were taking aim at the Roman Empire depended on the Roman road system to
spread the word and build the movement. In fact, if it were not for the Roman roads, the early Christian movement
would not have been able to build unity and connection amongst poor subjects of the Empire and cohere them into a
social, political, economic and moral movement that became a big enough threat against Rome that the powers-thatbe had to coopt it.
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The march itself generated the content for us to have compelling updates of the web page on a
daily basis. At the same time, we were able to advertise our website with every flyer we handed
out along the whole march route, and on our signs and t-shirts. We estimate that 35,000 people
from over 40 different countries followed the march on the web that month, and again this was
back in 1999.

We tied reporting content with educational content, so as people visited the page to find out
about the march, they would always have choices for educational content to help them learn
about the issues and struggles facing the organizations that made up the march. Since the march
focused on human rights violations in the U.S. as a result of welfare reform and NAFTA, the
website featured information about welfare reform, globalization, labor and wages in the United
States, and related topics. We also highlighted leaders and movements of the poor from other
countries who were participating in the March of the Americas – including the Landless Workers
Movement (MST) from Brazil, the Zapatistas from Chiapas, Mexico, the homeless movement of
Canada and Quebec, the coca growers of Peru, Colombia, and Chile, and many others.

The University of the Poor
On the March of the Americas, in addition to training leaders in digital communications
technology, we founded the University of the Poor. The University of the Poor is a webcentered, community-based institution dedicated to training leaders in the fight for economic
human rights. The University of the Poor provides a body of knowledge directly related to the
everyday and long-term struggles of poor people and their communities.39 By putting this wealth

39

See www.universityofthepoor.org.
61

of knowledge on the web and at the fingertips of anti-poverty groups worldwide, the University
acts as a catalyst for informed, forward moving anti-poverty action on a mass-based level. It
combines action and education; technology and pedagogy. One can use the Internet to build
bridges between emerging leaders from the ranks of the poor and all walks of life. The
University of the Poor was able to harness the Internet to build such bridges. The University of
the Poor still exists today; many of the leaders produce analytical and educational content to help
inform and prepare leaders of grassroots organizations involved in the movement to end poverty.
Today, there is an online journal as part of the University of the Poor, for strategic analysis and
debate. Journal contributors live all across the country and some play significant roles in the
Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival.

The work of the KWRU and Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign continued
beyond the March of the Americas. Leaders got involved in the anti-globalization protests of the
late 1990s. Organized poor and homeless leaders were central to both the Battle of Seattle in
1999 and the Republican National Committee protests in 2000, which presaged a series of global
protest movements at the beginning of the 21st century. Our use of information technology,
creative media, and the nexus of online and off-line organizing expanded through all of this.

KWRU Director Cheri Honkala was arrested during the WTO protests in Seattle for peacefully
expressing her views. She was charged with obstruction and assault of a police officer. She was
offered a plea bargain that included a gag rule, barring her from participating in any
demonstration for two years. Honkala rejected this attempt to deprive her of her First
Amendment rights and prepared for a trial.
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KWRU launched an intensive petition campaign over the Internet, a tactic MoveOn.com would
go on to popularize. Utilizing the web page and a large number of targeted listservs, we
encouraged people to write letters to the prosecutor of the case and ask that the case be dropped.
Volunteers, whom we met through the Internet, came forward to translate it into several other
languages. KWRU generated over 1,000 letters from across the country as well as Ireland,
France, Canada, Quebec and elsewhere in a very short period of time, and the case was dropped
on First Amendment grounds. Perhaps as important, the organization was able to expand its
network of supporters and its influence. Early in the history of grassroots Internet organizing,
KWRU was able to demonstrate how to use cutting edge tools of communication to advance
social justice.

In July 2000 at the Republican National Convention (RNC) in Philadelphia, KWRU and
PPEHRC organized the biggest march of poor people since Dr. King’s Poor People’s Campaign.
Poor and homeless families were able to capture the attention and imagination of thousands of
media makers who came to Philadelphia for the RNC, take them on poverty reality tours, offer
interviews with impacted people, and engage in a march of 15,000 down the middle of the streets
of Philadelphia on the opening day of the Convention. We documented this effort and march in
the film Battle for Broad (2000) which we learned later was used by the New York Police
Department as a training video in preparation for the 2004 RNC in New York City.
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Leaders of KWRU and PPEHRC
There were numerous significant leaders in the Kensington Welfare Rights Union and the Poor
People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign that are important to introduce here. Willie
Baptist, Joanie Baptist, Ron Casanova, and others from the NUH were involved in the launching
of the KWRU. The founder and director of KWRU was Cheri Honkala, a homeless single
mother, both white and Native, who was born into an abusive family in Minneapolis, MN. Cheri
bounced around foster care families and institutions for her whole childhood. She got pregnant
at age 16 and finally qualified for public assistance and was able to leave these institutions when
her son, Mark Webber, was born. Cheri attended Loring Nicolet Alternative School in
Minneapolis, MN as a young person and was introduced to organizing and politics there. She
was involved in the NUH in Minneapolis before she moved to Philadelphia and started
organizing in Kensington. Her first son, Mark Webber, became a movie star and film producer.
Her younger son is still a young adult and suffers from disabilities.

Other leaders in the KWRU include Mariluz Gonzalez, a Puerto Rican mother of four who
became homeless because of welfare cuts, Galen Tyler, an African-American father who became
homeless when he lost his job and brought his whole family into the KWRU, including his five
daughters at the time; there was Katie Engle, a poor white grandmother from the Northeast of
Philadelphia who was the President of KWRU for many years.

An important leader who emerged in the course of that work was the person who is my partner in
life and work, Liz Theoharis. Liz was born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to a Christian activist
family, moved to Philadelphia to attend college, and got involved in the NUH and KWRU in
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1994. Liz too has continued the work she began in 1994. She is currently the Co-Chair of the
Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival to which she takes the lessons from
NUH, KWRU, PPEHRC and helps to meld them into what is a new and important broad-based
movement dedicated to addressing the central social, political and economic issues of today.40

Human Rights Tech Activities Expand
By 1999, Human Rights Tech was working with more organizations than just the KWRU.
Seventeen members of the farmworker organization, the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW)
participated in the entire March of the Americas. Directly following the March, the CIW invited
me down to Immokalee to help them use information technology and creative new media in their
movement building. Other organizations that participated in or had roots in the New Freedom
Bus Tour and the March of the Americas, including the Michigan Welfare Rights Organization,
the Atlanta Labor Pool Workers Union, and its successor the United Workers Association in
Maryland, were coming forward and expressing their interest in the work of Human Rights Tech
as well. These organizations have pioneered innovative organizing and media strategies.

Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW)
The Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW) was formed in 1993 by migrant tomato and citrus
pickers (mainly of Guatemalan, Mexican, and Haitian descent) in Southwest Florida who were
being paid sub-poverty wages for hard manual work and faced deplorable farmwork conditions.
Together with allies from the religious community and students from colleges and universities, in
a stunning and unparalleled move, the CIW has targeted the fast food industry, some of the

40

See: www.poorpeoplescampaign.org
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largest buyers of the tomatoes they pick. And they have won major victories: in 2005, they won
the first raise for farmworkers in southwest Florida in 30 years, nearly doubling wages from the
previous 40 cents per 35-pound bushel of tomatoes. They also forced the fast food industry, for
the first time, to take responsibility for the low-wages and inhumane conditions in their supply
chain – setting a major precedent in today’s contracted and sub-contracted economy.

Since the 1990s, the CIW has identified and helped to break up seven agricultural slave labor
rings in their area of the South and has been aware of two more indentured servitude rings.
About this anti-slavery work, the CIW says it, “turned its attention to attacking involuntary
servitude. Over the past 15 years, 9 major investigations and federal prosecutions have freed
over 1,200 Florida farmworkers from captivity and forced labor, leading one U.S. Attorney to
call these fields “ground zero for modern slavery”” (CIW 2018).

The CIW, Human Rights Tech, and the Boot the Bell Campaign
The CIW’s successful campaigns against Taco Bell (owned by the YUM! Corporation) and
McDonalds, as well as Burger King, Chipotle, Whole Foods, Walmart and others, have utilized
innovative Internet and multi-media techniques in order to develop cutting edge information
technology tools for organizing.41 In 2001-2003, fifteen universities including the University of
Chicago, California State – Los Angeles, and Middle Tennessee State University removed Taco
Bell from their campuses—the result of the creative organizing of the Coalition of Immokalee
Workers.

41

See: www.ciw-online.org
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In 1999, the CIW had invited me and my partner, Liz Theoharis, to Immokalee Florida to think
about the role the internet and digital media could play to advance their struggle for living wages
and dignity of farmworkers. Specifically, they asked me to train a group of leaders who wanted
to learn the strategic underpinnings and technical know-how for successful Internet-based
initiatives. And they wanted to have information technology central in their next organizing
campaign. Collaborating with Human Rights Tech, they developed their first website, received
training in digital video editing, and started their first listserv and contact database. They quickly
became innovators on the cutting edge of the use of technology and social media to advance
organizing. Everything they learned they still use today and in many ways, they have surpassed
the trainings we performed for them. Their tactics of using large images with descriptive text for
web documentation of their events anticipated “live tweeting” on Twitter and many of the social
media tools activists use today.

I trained members of the Coalition in digital video editing so they could create their own videos,
which have been one of their principal methods of education. The Coalition would go from labor
camp to labor camp at dusk with a projector set up in the back of a pickup truck and an
improvised screen, leading discussions and showing videos that encouraged workers to organize.
They are able to show videos of the conditions they themselves work in, and their own organized
response to those conditions. Even more significant, the experience of seeing themselves and
their campaigns through the eyes of the video camera has been immensely powerful; it clearly
and forcefully shows the importance of their struggles, and allows members to see unmistakable
examples of their own leadership. The Coalition has been able to stream videos over the Internet
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long before YouTube, they used early streaming technologies like RealVideo, showing the world
their struggles.

When Liz and I visited Immokalee in 1999, we were some of the only people from outside
Immokalee to walk into the CIW offices, food cooperative, and community center. At that time,
they had few allies from the faith community, and students in Florida and across the country had
never heard of the CIW. They were unaware of the deep injustices these farmworkers suffered
and of the important organizing they were doing in Southwest Florida. We traveled back and
forth to Immokalee several times over the course of a few months and strategized about ways to
break the isolation of the workers. We held meetings with religious leaders in Florida as well as
students who wanted to volunteer to assist in community organizing.

Leaders with the CIW researched the top buyers of the tomatoes they pick in Immokalee and
identified Taco Bell. They found out this information by reading The Standard, an agricultural
industry journal. An article appeared that documented that Taco Bell and other fast food
companies had a buyer’s agreement with some of the most notorious and oppressive tomato
grower companies and that at that moment they were negotiating contracts. Although these
growers’ companies had no public image to protect – the public had no idea who they were - the
fast food companies that bought their tomatoes did.

In 2000, Taco Bell spent $250 million a year advertising to 18-24-year-old “HFFUs”, industryspeak for “heavy fast food users.” At the time, that same age group represented a demographic
highly tuned into the Internet. So, we developed a comprehensive community-based but
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Internet-centered campaign that sought to link poverty wages and slavery in the fields with Taco
Bell and with the wider fast food industry. The campaign inspired over 100 solidarity actions on
campuses across the country, and brought significant pressure to bear on Taco Bell. Far from
“virtual organizing,” the CIW linked protests, rallies, and teach-ins with a strong Internetted
component that changed the buying habits of thousands of former Taco Bell consumers. The
creative communications tactics they used linked the Taco Bell chihuahua, its mascot, to the
slavery and oppression operating in the tomato fields of Southwest Florida. This included the
“Taco Bell Truth Tour,” an Internetted national bus tour, which featured multi-media
documentation viewed daily tens of thousands of people. We drew lessons on how to do such a
tour from the New Freedom Bus Tour led by KWRU in 1998 (KWRU 1998). As a result of a
successful boycott, Taco Bell agreed to pay one penny more per pound of tomatoes, thereby
doubling farmworkers’ wages.

CIW Leaders
There are significant leaders who are important to introduce here – There is Lucas Benitez, the
Co-Director of the CIW who came to the U.S. from Mexico at the age of 14 and began picking
oranges. Lucas spent years studying the sermons of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King and has
emerged as a significant civil and human rights leader in the nation. Greg Asbed and Laura
Germino – a powerful couple, Greg a journalist, activist, and MacArthur “genius” Award
winner, who was politicized by the Haiti uprising of Aristide; Laura, a public service lawyer,
who has taken on the Department of Justice helping them to identify and break up slave rings.
There is Nellie Fernandez, a mom who helped the CIW start the women’s program about a
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decade ago. And Julia Perkins, a white woman with Florida roots who joined the struggle in
Immokalee because it was right and just.

The CIW’s National Impact
The work of the CIW has continued and developed greatly since I started working with them
twenty years ago. They launched a mobile modern-day slavery museum, have done dozens of
internetted bus tours and have held community and national marches, rallies, and hunger strikes.
They have captured the imagination of tens of thousands of people and educated them on the
power and potential of undocumented, low-wage workers to lead a movement of many. In
breaking their isolation, they have started the Alliance for Fair Food, the Student Farmworker
Alliance, and other national organizations and networks committed to justice in the fields. By
leveraging new communication technologies this formerly unknown group of migrant laborers
from an obscure part of Florida launched a credible challenge to more than a dozen multi-billion
dollar corporations, including Burger King, Chipotle, McDonalds, Whole Foods, Publix and
others.

As a result of their organizing, they got 14 corporations to sign onto their “Fair Food Program.”
Through this program, CIW has not only had an impact on the wages and working conditions of
farmworkers in Immokalee and other parts of Southwest Florida: they have established new
national standards in multiple parts of the agricultural sector. According to the Coalition of
Immokalee Workers, “In 2011, CIW launched the Fair Food Program (FFP), a groundbreaking
model for Worker-driven Social Responsibility (WSR) based on a unique partnership among
farmworkers, Florida tomato growers, and participating retail buyers, including Subway, Whole
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Foods, and Walmart. In 2015, the Program expanded into tomatoes in Georgia, South Carolina,
North Carolina, Maryland, Virginia and New Jersey, as well as Florida strawberries and peppers”
(CIW 2018).

Under the Fair Food Program (FFP):
•

CIW conducts worker-to-worker education sessions, held on-the-farm and on-the-clock,
regarding the new labor standards set forth in the program’s Fair Food Code of Conduct;

•

The Fair Food Standards Council, a third-party monitor created to ensure compliance
with the FFP, conducts regular audits and carries out ongoing complaint investigation and
resolution; and

•

Participating buyers pay a small Fair Food premium which tomato growers pass on to
workers as a line-item bonus on their regular paychecks. Between January 2011 and
October 2018, over $30 million in Fair Food premiums were paid into the Program (CIW
2018).

Farmworkers in the dairy industry in Vermont successfully partnered with the CIW to launch
their Milk with Dignity campaign where they succeeded in bringing Ben & Jerry’s Ice Cream
Company to the negotiating table and getting them to agree to only purchase milk that was
produced in just conditions for the workers and the animals. CIW leaders tell us, “CIW’s
Worker-driven Social Responsibility model is being emulated and adapted to fight worker
exploitation in settings as diverse as dairy farms in Vermont, tomato fields in Morocco, and
apparel sweatshops in Bangladesh. The already stunning success of CIW’s model is now poised
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to serve as the foundation for even greater progress for low-wage workers, suppliers and
corporate buyers in the years ahead” (CIW 2018).

They have captured the attention of major news media including the New York Times, The
Washington Post, The New Yorker Magazine, and received awards including the 2003 Robert F.
Kennedy Human Rights Award; the 2007 Anti-Slavery Award from Anti-Slavery International
of London; the 2013 Freedom from Want Medal from the Roosevelt Institute; and the 2015
Presidential Medal for Extraordinary Efforts to Combat Human Trafficking. Along with this
recognition, they have garnered significant support from religious denominations including the
Presbyterian Church (USA), the United Church of Christ, the National Council of Churches, and
the College of Catholic Bishops.

The impact of the CIW model of organizing is not limited to farmwork and the agricultural
sector. Day laborer organizations including among domestic workers, day laborers, and
construction workers have applied the model of the CIW to their own workplaces.42 Rather than
simply organizing at the point of production, the CIW has innovated in the battle for hearts and
minds. The CIW model involves the entire community, draws connections with unlikely allies,
and uses creative media and communications, images, direct action and other tactics to
demonstrate what is at the heart of corporate greed and economic inequality. New organizing
strategies such as CIW’s raise important questions about the nature of poverty and poor people’s

An alliance developed over the years between domestic workers and farmworkers because the 1935 Social
Security Act and the National Labor Relations Act did not include farmworkers and domestic workers in labor
protections because of the legacy of slavery. For this and other reasons the organization of farmworkers and
domestic workers has not followed traditional labor union organizing models. This is another reason the organizing
of the National Domestic Workers Alliance and the Coalition of Immokalee Workers is of such significance.

42

72

organizing in post-Fordist America. The CIW’s strategies grow out of an emerging militant
movement of poor people across the United States. While many scholars have trenchantly
critiqued and exposed behaviorist models of poverty, much of this analysis does not consider
poor people as political actors who are creating community organizations, constructing networks,
formulating political analysis, and creating their own media.

An organization deeply impacted by the strategy and tactics used by the CIW is the United
Workers Association based in Baltimore, Maryland. Although organizing in an urban area in the
Northeast, not a rural agricultural area in the South, the United Workers has been able to
experience similar success and innovation. I will turn to the United Workers Association now.

United Workers Association (UWA)
The United Workers Association started in 2002 through a series of discussions held at an
abandoned fire house turned homeless shelter in Baltimore. In the past 15 years, the UWA has
become one of the most innovative and successful organizations of temporary and day laborers
in the United States. This group of low-wage workers has defied stereotypes and built an
organization of poor people that has won national and international recognition. They have
continued to use technology at the center of their work – producing music videos about the
pollution in their community and the conditions of poverty that surrounded the killing of Freddie
Grey – that have projected them to become a major organization of day laborers, promoting “fair
development” as a model for communities and metropolitan areas across the United States.
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I have worked with the United Workers since their founding in 2002, training them in digital
video editing, website development, social media, and digital story-telling. I was invited to
attend one of their first organizing meetings held at a homeless shelter on Eutaw Street because
one of the founders of the organization had been involved in the NUH and the student group,
Empty the Shelters, I helped formed in 1991. I was asked to support the organization by sharing
lessons from the poor organizing the poor and homeless organizing, as well as the way that I
worked with others to develop an Internet strategy to go along with their organizing and
movement building strategy. I trained members of their leadership team and several of their
organizers as well as other key leaders in how to develop websites, online letter campaigns,
blogs, and how to make their own videos.

The organization is led by low-wage workers with a multi-racial and bilingual membership base
of over 1,000 low-wage workers from across the City of Baltimore. With nearly 50% of day
laborers and temp agency workers being homeless, they dedicated their first year of organizing
to documenting the relationship between low-wage temp work and chronic homelessness.
Through this process, members of the United Worker’s Leadership Team identified the publiclyowned Camden Yards baseball stadium, one the city's largest employers of day labor, as a
starting point for organizing more low-wage workers and for attempting to build a social
movement to end poverty and homelessness. When UWA started organizing there in 2003, it
was paying workers a flat rate of $4.50 and hour: well below minimum wage. There were also
many instances of sexual harassment, unpaid wage claims and other human rights violations.
The United Workers believed that the Maryland Stadium Authority needed to be held to account
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for these human rights violations. Their demand was simple: pay a living wage that moves
people out of poverty.

In 2007, after a three-year struggle, workers announced that a hunger strike of 14 workers and
allies would commence if there was not a living wages solution by September 1. On the day of
the deadline, Maryland Governor Martin O'Malley called on the publicly owned stadium to shift
policy and pay cleaners a living wage. The Living Wages at Camden Yards Campaign resulted in
wage increases for cleaners at the stadium to the state's living wage of $11.30 an hour. As a
result, each year more than $300,000 shifted to meeting the needs of low-wage workers and
families instead of profiting temp agencies paying poverty wages.

Based on the success of the Living Wages at Camden Yards Campaign, the Leadership Council
of the United Workers turned their attention to the Inner Harbor in Baltimore, a tourist
destination with restaurants, shops and an aquarium at Baltimore’s historic seaport.43 On
October 25, 2008, they declared Baltimore's Inner Harbor a "Human Rights Zone." After a
prayer breakfast at Light Street Presbyterian Church, workers and allies gathered at Camden
Yards and then marched to the Inner Harbor. Leading the march was a flag with the words
"Human Rights Zone". The marchers symbolically planted the flag at the Harbor as they
declared their commitment to fight for human rights to health care, education and work with
dignity for all workers at the Harbor.

David Harvey analyzed the development of Baltimore's Inner Harbor in his essay "A View from Federal Hill" in
Linda Shopes, Ed. Baltimore Book: New Views of Local History. Temple University Press, 1993. Chapter 11.
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United Workers organizers and community leaders interviewed and collected surveys from
workers: they do this type of documentation and information gathering in each of the
communities they organize in as a way to ensure that they are responsive and representative of
the needs and issues in the community. Their outreach uncovered many types of mistreatment,
including poverty wages, clocking workers out before they’d finish working, harassment, and the
lack of health care and educational opportunities. Here are some findings from among low wage
workers from the Inner Harbor:
"I don't make enough money with just one job and sometimes I have worked over
24 hours straight between three jobs at three different employers," said a worker.
"Managers touched women's behinds and when women workers bent over, the
managers would pretend to hump the women as they walked by," said a prep
cook.
"On the original schedule I was scheduled. On a Saturday I asked for the day off
for a death in the family. I went in to work the next day and found out I was not
scheduled anymore. I had X’s for all seven days where there should have been
hours. I wasn’t put for any hours and was fired for going to the funeral," said a
former dishwasher at Phillips who was fired without notice.
"I remember a co-worker threw up on the subway. They told him to take a Pepto
Bismol and come in to work. He started throwing up. He asked to go home.
They said for him to drink some ginger-ale. He ended up just leaving and they
wrote him up the next day," said a kitchen worker.
With the data the United Workers collected, they developed an innovative organizing model to
attempt to change the working conditions in the Inner Harbor. By declaring the Human Rights
Zone, they launched a geographic-based organizing campaign. They intentionally cultivated a
multi-racial base among African-American, poor white, and Latino workers, drawn from
multiple employers all located at the Inner Harbor. They developed creative ways of telling
these stories and broadcasting these abuses using media ranging from publications and blog
entries to informational videos and music videos. Rather than organizing solely at the point of
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production, attempting to withhold their labor in a strike, and forming a traditional labor union,
these low-wage workers are in part engaged in a media battle over the public perception and use
of the Inner Harbor which has been the beneficiary of substantial public moneys. About the
Human Rights Zone Campaign, Ashley Hufnagel from the Leadership Council of the United
Workers said,
We definitely feel like workers have the most leverage where there's public
visibility and brand recognition. It's developers and private corporations that
profit and benefit from these publicly subsidized benefits like the Inner Harbor.
Instead of this money being used for the public good, it's being used to line the
pockets of corporations.
The Fight for Fair Development
The United Workers’ site-based campaign at the Inner Harbor led them to take on a city-wide
campaign for Fair Development. They collaborated with the National Economic and Social
Rights Initiative, an organization which I helped establish, on a groundbreaking report: Hidden
in Plain Sight: Workers at Baltimore’s Inner Harbor and the Struggle for Fair Development
(United Workers & NESRI 2011). The report casts new light on one of America’s most famous
urban developments, revealing systemic poverty and human rights violations. Hidden in Plain
Sight documents workers’ experiences over a three-year period, posing serious questions about
the Inner Harbor’s “success” and prevailing discussions about development both in Baltimore
and around the country. It also puts forth workers’ demands for Fair Development, a rights-based
approach to addressing working conditions, maximizing public benefits and sustainability.

The decision to launch a Fair Development campaign took place at the United Workers Human
Rights Dialogue at the James McHenry Recreation Center in West Baltimore, on January 19,
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2013. The center itself is the site of an ongoing human rights struggle for basic community
needs. Threatened with closure, community members stood up and fought for recreation and the
community life it helps sustain.

When Freddie Gray was murdered in Baltimore on April 12, 2015, the United Workers was at
the center of the response. Freddie Gray lived in a poor community where many United Workers
members also lived. So, the United Workers was able to bring leaders who were a part of the
uprising to community meetings where they discussed ways to unite as a community and
organize for police accountability and an end to poverty. That same month the United Workers
released a Fair Development Recovery Plan, calling for Baltimore to:
1. Adopt a “Human Rights Charter,” to which all city employees (including police),
contractors, policies and practices would be held accountable.
2. Turn thousands of vacant houses into permanently affordable, community controlled
housing and end the subsidizing of private, luxury, development.
3. Require subsidized developers to pay living wages and hire community residents
(including those with criminal records)
4. Make the city’s financial decisions fully transparent and accessible
5. Make the city’s budget and tax policies more equitable, and ensure these decisions
involve communities
6. Ensure environmental justice for all neighborhoods and encourage green industries
The United Worker’s Fair Development Campaign includes linking downtown developers,
housing, environmental justice and “work with dignity” programs. It is an example of a fusion
movement where the organization has drawn connections between these issues and have
garnered support from communities all over the city and state. They combine analysis with
grassroots organizing, pulling in leaders from various sectors and issue areas into a united
campaign.
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Renters, homeowners and the homeless are building unity and standing up to find solutions to
our housing crisis. Baltimore alone has over 40,000 vacant houses, which United Workers is
organizing to turn into permanently affordable housing, along with fighting for investment in
new community-led development.

In the Fall of 2018, after six years of struggle, the United Workers won the first part of their
campaign; Baltimore city has agreed to invest $20 million annually into the affordable housing
trust fund that they created in 2016. The second part is fighting to make sure this money goes to
community ownership and power building - particularly community land trusts (CLTs). CLTs
are a tool for doing development without displacement, preserving affordable housing based on
leadership and participation from the community. The cornerstone of this agreement is a piece
of legislation called the Fund the Trust Act, which has passed city council and awaits the
Mayor's signature. It will generate $13 million each year through taxes on million dollar homes
and developments, with the rest being made up of general obligation bonds. In Baltimore, these
bonds typically go to wealthy market-rate housing and developments like the Inner Harbor. But
because of the strategy and diligent organizing of the United Workers, low-wage workers and
other poor people are making strides toward fair development.44

As part of their campaign for Fair Development, The United Workers has also been at the
leading edge of the struggle to stop a plan to build the nations' largest trash burning incinerator
less than a mile away from a school. The incinerator proposed was to be permitted to burn 4,000

44

For more information on this victory see: http://inthesetimes.com/article/21481/baltimore-developmentaffordable-housing-community-rent-control
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tons of trash per day and emit 240 pounds of mercury per year. Curtis Bay community already
had the highest level of toxic air emissions in the state, and over the past ten years, in the entire
nation. As teenagers in the community went out and talked to their neighbors, they realized that
hardly anyone was aware that the incinerator project even existed. Those who were aware are
mostly against it and yet, the project was moving forward. These teenagers formed and
organization called Free Your Voice, and they and other community leaders turned to the United
Workers and joined the organization to take up this struggle.

As an environmental justice campaign of the United Workers, they have had much success in
telling the story and resisting the incinerator in Curtis Bay: the campaign has produced its own
blog, videos, music videos, power points, graphs and analysis about the impact of environmental
injustice on poor communities and why people need to come together in a broad human rights
movement. Free Your Voice and United Workers succeeded in halting the construction of the
incinerator in 2015. One of the young leaders and co-founders of Free Your Voice, Destiny
Watford, won the prestigious Goldman Environmental Prize in 2016 in recognition of her and
Free Your Voice’s work, which has continued to demand environmental justice for all Baltimore
residents as an essential part of the broader Fair Development campaign.

In recent years, the United Workers Association has expanded statewide with a health care
campaign for the state of Maryland. They have worked to connect people struggling with
inadequate or the lack of health care in small towns and rural areas to unite with poor people in
Baltimore City. This statewide work was developed explicitly to bridge the racial and
geographic divisions and barriers that exist particularly in Maryland politics and the pitting of
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poor Black and brown people in Baltimore City with poor white people in Aberdeen, Havre de
Grace and other towns in the state.

United Workers and New Media
The UW has learned through experience that information technology and new media can be
powerful tools for breaking the isolation of grassroots organizations. They have leaned on their
strengths to get attention and distinguish themselves online, and found a powerful nexus of
online and off-line activities. The Fair Development Campaign has gained support from a wide
cross-section of the city and state, from all sectors of society. They have creatively used
information technology and social media to build that support base and to help to shift the
narrative of what values a society should be based on. The Internet has been like a magnifying
glass, allowing them to show a potential audience of millions what they are doing and the
conditions under which low-wage workers are organizing. No other communications technology
offers such possibility for low-cost access to such an enormous audience. While the United
Workers could not afford to buy time on the television, much less start their own TV station,
soon after their founding they developed their own web site. And they have set up listservs,
wikis, Facebook and Twitter campaigns. They livestream their events on a regular basis and have
produced episodes on a low-power FM radio program.

Another important aspect of grassroots use of new media is that the mastery of cutting-edge
tools, like the Internet, is an inspiring and empowering accomplishment for people who have
been denied access to the mainstream of society and education. Members of the United Workers
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have been able to show videos of the conditions they themselves work in, and their own
organized response to those conditions by developing their own media

Poor people, if given a voice at all, are often limited to giving testimonials about the difficult
conditions under which they live. Seldom is attention paid to their own analysis and theoretical
reflections upon those conditions. In my work with the United Workers, I have found these lowwage workers to be capable of analyzing the causes of poverty, the 2007-2008 economic crisis
and its aftermath as well as coming up with real solutions. And much of how the United
Workers has used information technology and new media is to put out their analysis and ideas on
their own.

About the economic crisis and its after-effects, Veronica Dorsey, a leader in the United Workers,
commented,
With the city facing the worst economic crisis since the Great Depression, it’s
now more important than ever for low-wage workers to stand up for our rights
and to demand dignity and respect. This crisis threatens the poor more than it
does anyone else. The crisis in our economy threatens to push down wages and
push up mistreatment. The economic crisis is caused by poverty wages. How can
workers pay for basics, like housing, food and health care, when we’re paid
poverty wages? If we can’t afford to pay for the essentials, the entire economy
gets pushed down with us. Make no mistake about it, the solution to this
economic crisis is work with dignity. The solution to this crisis is paying workers
a living wage, providing education for all and ensuring that there is health care for
all (Interview with Chris Caruso 2008).
In addition to creating their own independent media, the United Workers has been featured in the
New York Times, Baltimore City Paper, Wall Street Journal, The Nation, City Lab, The Atlantic,
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the Washington Post, the Huffington Post, Grist.org, Baltimore Brew, Baltimore Sun, The Real
News, In These Times and many local and state based TV and radio stations.

Leaders in the United Workers
It is important to recognize some of the significant leaders in the United Workers and the
influences on them and the impact they have had. There is Todd Cherkis, who was an Emory
University student who first got involved in Atlanta, GA where he was a member of the student
group Empty the Shelters and an organizer with the Atlanta Union of the Homeless turned
Atlanta Labor Pool Workers Union. When Todd moved further north, he helped establish the
United Workers in a local homeless shelter in Baltimore (he helped form Friends and Residents
of Arthur Caper and Carrollsburg, an organization of public housing residents who were facing
the demolition of their housing because of Hope VI and urban development/gentrification in
Washington D.C. as well in the years preceding the formation of the United Workers). He used
the lessons learned from his work with the NUH but also his interaction with the CIW to help
establish the United Workers. Todd encouraged Willie Baptist, Liz Theoharis and myself to
come to the first meetings of the United Workers in that homeless shelter where we planned out
what an organization of homeless day laborers in Maryland could do to combat poverty.

Other leaders in the United Workers process include Luis Larin, an immigrant from Guatemala
who has become the Co-Director of United Workers, Ashley Hufnagel, a young woman artist
from New Orleans who served as an organizer for the United Workers for years and left some
years back to start the Oakhill Education and Culture Center in Baltimore. There is Destiny
Watford, a young person who emerged in the Curtis Bay campaign and Sergio Espana who
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headed up their statewide organizing for some time. And appreciation should be given to
Veronica Dorsey, an African-American woman raised in a poor family in Baltimore over the
years, who died in the course of the organizing from poverty and related problems.

Michigan Welfare Rights Organization (MWRO)
For many years, I have worked closely with the Michigan Welfare Rights Organization. This
group has its roots in the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) of the 1960s as well as
connections to the Dodge Revolutionary Union Movement (DRUM) and League of
Revolutionary Black Workers (LRBW) in the Detroit area.45 The need for these leaders to
continue to struggle for their survival has only intensified in the last decades, and old time
revolutionaries have teamed up with young people in Detroit to continue a tradition of militant
and revolutionary organizing.

Michigan has been at the center of the struggle over access to water in the United States for
many years now – with tens of thousands of families cut off water every year in Detroit since
2001 and some of the highest water rates in the country; the poisoning of an entire city in Flint;
and the thwarted attempts at water privatization in Highland Park. Unfortunately, although some
attention has been paid to the fight for water in Michigan, many of the reports coming out about

45

“A much more radical current of black working-class activism developed in Detroit. Only weeks following
King’s assassination, black workers at the Detroit Dodge Main plant of Chrysler Corporation staged a wildcat strike,
protesting oppressive working conditions. The most militant workers established DRUM, the Dodge Revolutionary
Union Movement. DRUM soon inspired the initiation of other independent black workers’ groups in metro Detroit”
from Georgakas, Dan, and Marvin Surkin. Detroit, I do mind dying: a study in urban revolution. New York: St.
Martin's Press, 1975. For more information of the LRBW see: Geschwender, James A. Class, race, and worker
insurgency: the League of Revolutionary Black Workers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977 and Finally
Got the News. The title is taken from one of the chants heard at League rallies- “Finally got the news how our dues
are being used!”, which referred to the ways in which the union leadership directed dues money in directions that
did not address the needs of Black workers and the Black community.
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Detroit and Flint tend not to feature these grassroots leaders who can teach us all about the
plight, fight and insight of those most impacted by water shut offs, poisoned water, corporate
dispossession, and government complicity. Worse, many of these think-pieces and dispatches,
despite good intentions, have in fact contributed to a portrayal of the poor and dispossessed in
Detroit and Flint as helpless and powerless – objects of pity instead of leaders on the front lines
of battle for the future of our society. They have also contributed to the isolation of the struggle
in Flint and the water crisis more broadly across Michigan: painting the situation there as
exceptional, instead of showing its ties to the economic and ecological devastation and mass
poisoning happening all over the country.

As industry de-concentrated throughout the latter half of the 20th century, Detroit lost its base of
manufacturing jobs, and in the process it also lost its tax base. When Chrysler left Highland
Park46, the population dropped from 60,000 to 16,000 (Public Citizen 2003). The state of
Michigan took Highland Park into receivership in June 2001 (it stayed under receivership until
June 2018). Governor John Engler appointed an administrator to run the city. The elected mayor
and City Council lost power over any decisions that affect the budget. Upon being put under
receivership, Highland Park’s emergency financial manager immediately imposed extreme
austerity programs. She “shut down City Hall. She closed the library and the recreation center.
She slashed the workforce to a skeleton crew, then cut further” (Angel 2002b). For months, she
refused to authorize the expenses involved with turning the lights on at City Hall so that the City
Council could meet. She closed the cities district court. Public safety officers accuse her of
creating a pay crisis to destroy their union (Angel 2002b). Highland Park resident and MWRO

Highland Park is an independent municipality within the Detroit city limits. It is home to Henry Ford’s first
moving assembly line at the Ford Model T Plant in 1913.

46
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leader Marian Kramer adds that in Highland Park they “don’t have people checking fire hydrants
anymore. When there is a fire, everyone is afraid. Whole blocks burn because the fire hydrants
are not working. Neighboring cities’ fire departments refuse to help. Who will pay them? They
just let the city burn” (interview by Chris Caruso January 2007).

Highland Park is just one of ten cities across Michigan where Emergency Managers have been
appointed. The near dictatorial power of Emergency Managers make a sham of democracy.
They have unlimited power to unilaterally cancel union contracts and sell off public assets, with
no accountability to the people directly affected by their decision. All ten of the Michigan cities
where democracy has been suspended, and Emergency Managers have been imposed like
viceroys, are majority Black, deindustrialized, formerly middle class and now poor. The
poisoning of the entire city of Flint and the irrevocable brain damage done to a whole generation
of youth was perpetrated by Flint’s Emergency Managers. For many years Flint paid Detroit to
pipe in drinking water. Flint’s Emergency Managers cited the rising costs for water from Detroit
– costs which had risen due to the austerity and pre-privatization agenda imposed there – as the
reason for switching to untreated water from the Flint River, which resulted in the mass
poisoning.

Detroit and Highland Park, which maintain independent water systems, have inherited decrepit
infrastructure with large deferred maintenance costs that their current tax base is unable to
address. The neoliberal solution on offer for distressed communities like Detroit and Highland
Park has been water privatization. Emergency Managers appointed former employees of water
privatization firms as heads of water departments in Detroit and Highland Park. They
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implemented aggressive austerity measures in order to soften up these communities to accept
privatization and improve the revenue stream of the utilities prior to putting them on the auction
block. Indeed, every year, for the past twenty years, tens of thousands of people’s water is shut
off in Detroit. The peak came in 2014 with 44,000 shut offs, during the time when the city had an
Emergency Manager imposed on it (March 2013 to December 2014). The city administrator has
instituted a policy of adding delinquent water bills to the property tax owed for a home, allowing
the city to foreclose on homes of people who cannot pay their water bill. Children have been
seized from parents who cannot pay their water bill and placed in foster care (Litowich 2004).

But while the pressure to privatize Detroit’s water supply is strong, it has been met with strong
local resistance. David Harvey, quoting Arundhati Roy, describes privatization as essentially,
the transfer of productive public assets from the state to private
companies…These are the assets that the state holds in trust for the people it
represents…To snatch these away and sell them as stock to private companies is a
process of barbaric dispossession on a scale that has no parallel in history (Harvey
2003:161).
The early stages of privatization of water in Highland Park and Detroit were examples of this
barbaric dispossession; using privatized armed security guards to shut off water for nonpayment, sealing shut off valves with cement and the seizure of people’s homes are all acts of
forcible dispossession. But the dispossessed are not merely victims, but active subjects.

Resistance at first may be acts of solidarity. It was not an uncommon sight in Kensington,
Pennsylvania to see webs of orange electrical extension cords crisscrossing from second story
windows as neighbors shared electricity with others whose electricity has been turned off.
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Walking through Highland Park, you can see green garden hoses snaking across windows as
neighbors share water. And delegations from West Virginia to Louisiana, leaders in other poor
communities struggling for water, have brought pallets of bottled water from for the people of
Flint.

Engels pointed out in his Conditions of the Working Class in England, that sometimes crime is
the earliest, most elementary stage of working-class action: “want conquered his inherited
respect for the sacredness of property, and he stole” (Engels 1987:224). The very fact that the
Detroit Water and Sewage Department (DWSD) has cemented water valves shut demonstrates
that people are illegally reconnecting their water, or as they say in Detroit “cutting their water
back on.” Like homeless people seizing abandoned homes owned by HUD with the NUH,
families illegally reconnecting to water is motivated by survival rather than ideology. The act of
breaking unjust property laws, especially when it is made public and politicized by the selforganized poor, has the potential to be deeply unsettling to ruling ideologies and create new
bases of power from below.

The Detroit Water Affordability Plan
The Michigan Welfare Rights Organization (MWRO) became the leading organized expression
of this opposition. They work to build a social movement by bringing together people directly
affected by water problems, grassroots leaders, community attorneys, researchers, educators,
artists, and policy makers to strategize on solutions to provide clean, healthful water regardless
of income. A major focus of the work has been the promotion of the Water Affordability
Program, commissioned by the MWRO and put together by a team of impacted leaders and
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policy experts including Roger Colton, municipal utility expert on affordability programs.
Maureen Taylor, Chairperson of the MWRO, describes the process of putting together the
“Water Affordability Plan”:

When Michigan Welfare Rights first started negotiating with the water department
around a new way to structure water rate charges, we contacted some groups of
attorneys we knew. We had a number of meetings to pull together language that
would be a systemic change in how water rates are charged. After many months, we
found a legal expert out of Boston, Mass, specializing on developing language for
affordability programs. We sent him packages of notes, this is what it should be, this
is what it should say, and this is the outcomes, and he put something together and it is
brilliant. We are very proud of it. We made copies and took it to members of city
council, took it to the water department. People looked at it and scrutinized it, and
couldn’t find anything wrong with it. (Interview by Chris Caruso, January 2007)

This program was originally presented to the DWSD and Detroit City Council in January of
2005. This plan provides solutions to the cost burden that Detroit water and sewer bills represent
for low-income ratepayers. The plan outlines water conservation assistance, distribution of
assistance through credits, fundamental consumer protections concerning late fees and service
disconnections, and collection initiatives directed at consumers with ability-to-pay. The plan
was accepted by the City Council but still is awaiting implementation. For over a decade the
organizing has focused on building the power to force the City to implement the plan it has
agreed to and stop families from having their water cut off.

Highland Park and the Struggle for Democracy
The MWRO built a broad coalition of local organizations called the “Highland Park Human
Rights Coalition.” They sponsored a wide array of tactics, all focused on uniting and organizing
the low-income residents of Highland Park affected by the policies of dispossession and
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exposing the conditions that have resulted from these policies. Some of their activities have
included organizing “Water Town Hall Meetings” where residents were encouraged to bring
their water bills and expose the situation in front of local television and radio broadcasters; and
organizing a “State of the People Address” in Lansing by bringing large numbers of affected
residents to lobby the Governor and state legislature. They have organized many acts of nonviolent civil disobedience in front of local water departments, and worked with the Highland
Park Mayor and City Council and submitted a detailed alternate plan to resolve Highland Park’s
financial situation without cutting half of the residents off from water. They have pursued legal
action in the form of a “Complaint for Administrative Relief” against the DWSD.

The rhetorical strategies of the Highland Park Human Rights Coalition challenge the roll-back of
democracy and of needed services demanded by accumulation by dispossession. Their language
focuses on the “death of democracy” and lack of human rights in Highland Park. The lack of
democratic process is a major vulnerability of the privatizers and makes a persuasive argument
about the immorality of these policies. Maureen Taylor states,
Access to water, access to the means of survival is supposed to be one of the tenets
that democracy is built [on]. When you have a class of people that are denied the
ability to live, that is a straight-up democratic fight. Your children are under attack;
your survival is under attack. All of our elected officials, 90% of them, look the other
way. The Black politicians stand mute. This is the final frontier.

She continues, “Forty to forty-five thousand people turned off every year. . . . This is a human
rights violation of enormous proportions” (interview by Chris Caruso, January 2007). The
language of human rights is a powerful counter to the commodification of basic human needs
like water. Although not without its dangers – human rights is used to justify imperialist policies
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as well as the sanctity of private property – human rights is also a compelling, internationally
legitimated framework to make collective demands for human needs and to unite otherwise
disparate, issue-based struggles.

MWRO and Media
The agency, intelligence, and creativity of poor people offering a solution to a pressing urban
crisis has not been the focus of attention of most trying to explore contemporary social justice
movements. But these fighters have been creatively using communications and information
technology to organize and broadcast their struggles. For over two decades, local leaders have
hosted a live weekly call-in show on cable access TV and the radio. This program serves as the
hub of their wide array of tactics: it is the primary way the latest information is shared and
people are recruited to come to events, including through solving callers’ very urgent problems
around water and housing. These MWRO leaders use this program as well as their blog, Twitter
feed, Facebook page to coalesce the community, seek out the most important issues and share
grassroots solutions to thousands of Detroit residents.

In fact, leaders with the MWRO assisted mothers from Flint, Michigan in discovering and then
broadcasting to the state and world the poisoning of their water systems, challenging an active
cover up by the State of Michigan. Using the hashtags #flintwatercrisis and #flintlivesmatter,
they were able to gain the attention of mainstream media like Rachel Maddow from MSNBC, as
well as politicians, to shine a light on the crisis in Flint and to help build an organization made up
of Flint residents.
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MWRO and Building Social Movement to End Poverty
Marian Kramer, the President of the National Welfare Rights Unison who still lives in Highland
Park, Michigan is the widow to the late General Baker, the first person to burn his draft card in
the Vietnam War, a leader in the DRUM and RUM movements and League of Revolutionary
Black Workers, and a leader in the United Auto Workers. Marian serves on the national Steering
Committee of the Poor People’s Campaign along with Maureen Taylor, the Chairperson of the
Michigan Welfare Rights Organization. Maureen and Marian along with other leaders have
roots in the radical struggles of the 1960s. Maureen was a member of the League of
Revolutionary Black Workers. Marian has a long history in the welfare rights movement (in
New York, Louisiana and elsewhere). There is also Claire McClinton, another leader in the
League of Revolutionary Black Workers now active with the Flint Democracy Defense League.

MWRO has led the charge to develop alliances with other low-income organizations and have
been the heart and soul of the National Welfare Rights Union since its re-formation in the 1980s,
as well as the Up and Out of Poverty Now network. The NWRU piloted the use of the human
rights framework that the KWRU and PPEHRC took up in the 1990s. MWRO and NWRU were
leading members of the New Freedom Bus Tour in 1998, founders of the PPEHRC, and active in
the U.S. Human Rights Network and other formations of grassroots groups taking up the
struggles of the poor in the beginning of the 21st Century. They were the hosts of the United
States Social Forum in June 2010 where 20,000 activists from across the country convened in
Detroit to strategize on building a movement from below. They have also convened numerous
International Gatherings of Social Movements on Water, in Detroit, where leaders from across
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the state, the U.S. and the world gather to share strategies for winning the human right to water
for the poor and everyone.

And today they are at the forefront of the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral
Revival. They have partnered up with young people from the immigrant rights movement, the
Fight for $15, the movement for Black lives, leaders like Carlos Santacruz and Yexenia Vanegas,
to lead the Michigan Coordinating Committee for the Poor People’s Campaign. They are also
getting their welfare rights connections involved in the Campaign from all across the country –
from Boston, Massachusetts to Baton Rouge, Louisiana to Los Angeles, California and Portland,
Oregon. Michigan has one of the most active social media platforms for the Campaign and have
hosted Poor People’s Campaign leaders from around the country numerous times, getting more
and more people involved in the effort.

Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival
Along with the Michigan Welfare Rights Organization, the United Workers and many of the
leaders mentioned in this chapter are playing a leadership role in the Poor People’s Campaign.
Indeed, the currents documented in this chapter all lead in various ways to the Poor People’s
Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival which was officially launched in 2017 but has
been gathering momentum for many years before. This Campaign, which has garnered attention
of thousands of mainstream media outlets and galvanized a base of tens of thousands poor
people, clergy and social justice activists, has a major media and cultural component – including
coordinated documentation of state-based movements taking part in a season of nonviolent civil
disobedience, an independent film produced on the Campaign, new songs written and music
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videos recorded, storytelling projects, murals, light projections, and other innovative ways of
using media to broadcast the movement and shift the moral narrative.

In Massachusetts, one of the chairs of the Campaign and its spokesperson is Savina Martin of the
NUH who continues to organize homeless people, abused women and veterans and plug them
into a campaign to organize the poor and dispossessed. Also involved in Massachusetts is
Michaelann Bewslee, from Arise for Social Justice who hosted the New Freedom Bus Tour in
Springfield, Massachusetts in 1998 and Ann Withorn, an active member of the welfare rights
movement and Poor People’s Economic Human Rights Campaign. Although the Kensington
Welfare Rights Union no longer exists, leaders who were inspired by and a part of that history,
are leading the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival in Pennsylvania
including Phil Wider, Nijmie Dzurinko, Frank Sindaco, Dawn Plummer, Diana Polson and
others who now are actively involved in the statewide organization, Put People FirstPennsylvania.

There are hundreds of leaders who were members of the organizations I have profiled in this
chapter who are leading this campaign in communities across the country – in addition to
Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Pennsylvania, but also West Virginia, Ohio, Maine,
Vermont, Mississippi, Alabama, California, Washington State, Oregon, Minnesota, Illinois and
Indiana. As Rev. Dr. King called for in the 1968 Poor People’s Campaign, there is a non-violent
inter-generational army of the poor rising up in the United States, calling for an end to poverty,
with the poor at the lead, and grabbing hold of information technology in an effort to broadcast
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their stories and a new narrative that poverty is immoral and unnecessary and that people are
banding together to change it.

Conclusion: The Struggle is a School
Lessons on the important role of education, the position of organic intellectuals, and the impact
of the technological revolution have been culled from over two decades of organizing with the
National Union of the Homeless, the National Welfare Rights Union/Kensington Welfare Rights
Union, Human Rights Tech and the University of the Poor, as well as the Coalition of
Immokalee Workers and the United Workers. I have tried to document these experiences and
learnings here. These experiences show that movement leadership is twofold: (1) The unity of
the leading social force for social change; that is, a unity on the basis of needs and demands
incompatible with the status quo. And (2) systematically educated and trained core(s) of leaders
sufficiently clear, competent, and committed to unite and organize the leading social force.
What each of the efforts I have profiled have attempted to do is help establish a multiracial,
multi-faith, multi-issue network of grassroots community leaders. Learning from the crippling
effects of Dr. King’s assassination, leaders in grassroots communities are clear that there is a
need to develop many Martin Luther Kings. Such leaders are not developed spontaneously, but
instead must be systematically educated and trained in the struggle.

Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci’s understanding of the role of intellectuals in the revolutionary
process is relevant here (and will also be discussed in more detail in the next chapter). Rather
than a view that the proletariat (or subaltern as he calls them in his Prison Notebooks) are
ignorant of their own interests and in need of being enlightened by an external intellectual,
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Gramsci argues that the working class, in its process of struggle, produces its own intellectuals
who in turn help to develop and refine the class’ own ideas as well as its self-consciousness and
organization.

Over the years, I have had the good fortune to be invited to educational gatherings of the MST
(Landless Worker’s Movement) in Brazil on numerous occasions. A group of nine members of
the University of the Poor (including me) went down for several weeks in 2003 for the 20th
anniversary celebrations of the movement as well as a regional school for militants. I have also
been brought to Brazil to teach Marxist political economy to hundreds of leaders from dozens of
countries from around the world at the Florestan Fernandez National School (ENFF) outside of
Sao Paulo. With each visit, I have been very impressed with the development of militants in the
MST: both peasants who have received a great deal of training in MST schools and activities, as
well as university-trained intellectuals who have identified with the movement who went through
these schools together.47 Getting the relationship right between academics and social movements
is not easy. Drawing on their 35 years of existence, their sheer scale (two million families
organized), and the credibility they have built, the MST is able to discipline academics and
collaborate on equal footing to pursue research that concretely advances their struggle. But
because of the more fledging development of social movements of the poor in the United States,
it is very difficult for movements to not become instrumentalized by academics’ own research
agenda because of the great imbalance of social status and access to publication.

The pedagogy of the schools is quite advanced, and they draw from (of course) Paulo Freire, but also the Russian
educators Pistrak, Krupskaya, and Makarenko who they explained played very interesting roles in worker education
in the early days of the revolution in the USSR.

47
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Much of the experience of the grassroots movement work profiled above as well as the global
experience of movements such as the MST has shown that developing organic intellectuals from
the ranks of the poor is a key strategic task, as is uniting existing intellectuals from other strata
with the program of the poor. Amidst overproduction in many industries, there is overproduction
of university-trained intellectuals in the United States and across the world. Many more people
are being trained with advanced degrees than the universities can absorb back as professors.
This seems to be a new opportunity. A part of my work has been focused on uniting a section of
these surplus intellectuals, both academics and IT workers, with a fledgling social movement of
the poor.

Without a deep understanding of the causes and conditions of poverty, it is difficult to develop
the commitment necessary to endure the hardships and inevitable setbacks of a protracted
struggle. Without education, organization is reduced to mobilization. Movements cannot afford
to just mobilize bodies but must move minds. Despite the fact that the Kensington Welfare
Rights Union was able to house over 700 formerly homeless families over the course of a decade
of organizing work, many of those families left the movement when they got their house rather
than staying committed to the fight to end homelessness for everyone. Simply mobilizing
bodies, moving from one event to another, is not enough to counter the sophisticated and
dangerous forces arrayed against the organized poor.

Experience earned organizing amongst the poor has shown that civil disobedience actions and
political education in jail cells is a particularly effective means for forming leaders’ values and
developing their commitment to ending poverty and human misery and standing up for
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something bigger than just oneself. Civil disobedience helps to produce moments where
participants question the things that govern behavior and form their core belief system – whether
it is doing a housing takeover with the NUH, blocking traffic with the KWRU, protesting the
water department in Detroit, or organizing 40 states to engage in simultaneous nonviolent civil
disobedience with the Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival.

“Teaching as we fight, learning as we lead, talking as we are walking” is a slogan that developed
out of the NUH, NWRU and University of the Poor experience. Using antipoverty campaigns,
activities, and protests as schools has been effective in engaging emerging leaders in
transformative experiences that lead to a transformation of consciousness. They help
participants raise their fundamental questions about society and offer a space for mutual living
and learning counter to the dominant values. For example, the Homeless Union’s nationwide
housing takeovers served as effective schools for developing leadership and membership. Other
examples include bus tours and marches, which became traveling schools.

Organized poor people have been at the cutting edge of independent media strategies that were
later taken up by wider social movements. This is a very different story than that told by Makani
Themba Nixon and Nan Ruben, who emphasized a media justice movement developing among
progressive academics and more middle class activists. Again and again the agency, creativity,
analysis and strategic thinking of organized poor people are written out of history. Organized
poor people do not lack ideas but often are denied access to implement and operationalize those
ideas and are met often with repression as they take up struggle to change the conditions of
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oppression they face. As I have shown, their use of IT can offset this. The organized poor have
harnessed information technology to their advantage at a relatively low cost.

When people are put in a situation where the only way they and their families can survive is to
break laws and band together with family and neighbors to pool resources, it should not be
surprising that people spontaneously engage in taking over abandoned homes for shelter,
illegally turning electricity and water back on, setting up encampments to house and build
community, and using limited resources to link up with others across borders who are in the
same struggle. But without organization, it is challenging to sustain this type of struggle given
the lack of tools and the presence of repression. Organization can allow people to access tools to
sustain their struggles including access to communication technologies to break their isolation,
access to networks of unemployed trade workers who have the skills to reconnect electricity and
water and rehab homes, access to lawyers to defend civil disobedience cases, access to
academics to do relevant research to support their strategic planning, and access to history and
theory and the experience of struggle of prior generations. Organization that makes ongoing
political education central to movement strategy can build and strengthen the commitment
necessary to survive years of physical deprivation and hardship, police harassment, removal of
organizers’ children by the state, surveillance and other forms of repression by the FBI and wider
intelligence community.

I conclude with a quote from Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. from 1967 just months before he
was assassinated as he called for a Poor People’s Campaign that informs the strategic thinking of
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the movements we have discussed and the important role of education and the development of
organic intellectuals:
Education without social action is a one-sided value because it has no true power
potential. Social action without education is a weak expression of pure energy.
Deeds uninformed by educated thought can take false directions. When we go
into action and confront our adversaries, we must be as armed with knowledge as
they. Our policies should have the strength of deep analysis beneath them to be
able to challenge the clever sophistries of our opponents (King 1967a).
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Chapter Three: We are the Poors: On the Agency of the Impoverished and Dispossessed
In his book, We Are the Poors: Community Struggles in Post-Apartheid South Africa, Ashwin
Desai puts forward the concept of “a place, a struggle...and a politics.” There is resonance
between this idea and the reality, described in the last chapter, of the poor of South Africa taking
up the slogan of “No Housing, No Peace!” from the homeless struggle in the United States. In
We Are the Poors, Desai links community struggles against water privatization and eviction,
along with unions organizing low-wage workers, into a new identity: “the poors.” This identity,
Desai argues, although only incipient, has the potential to become a powerful social force. As
one example, he documents how struggles of the poor in South Africa were able to strategically
use the World Conference on Racism, held in Durban in 2001, to draw attention to the problems
of post-apartheid South Africa.

Based on my own experience of organizing amongst the poor in the U.S., I have come to similar
conclusions as Desai about the potential political agency and organization of the poor. These
conclusions are, in many respects, at odds with much of the most influential literature and
theorizing on the subject from progressive intellectuals, including that of James C. Scott, Michel
Foucault as interpreted by Barbara Cruikshank, Anthony Marcus, Susan Hyatt, and Mitchell
Dean; Frances Fox Piven, Richard Cloward, and Saul Alinsky. In fact, over the course of
decades of the poor organizing the poor, these intellectual traditions have repeatedly presented
theoretical obstacles to our work. Some of the most pervasive ideas propagated by these
intellectuals include: the futility of trying to build a revolutionary movement (because only
reforms are possible), the inability of the poor to produce ideas and write history (because those
tasks should be left for the academics to do), an emphasis on mobilization rather than
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organization of the poor, the manipulation and co-optation of the poor through
“governmentality,” and the poor’s need for pragmatism rather than political education and
theoretical analysis. Below, I take up a critical analysis of these theories from the point of view
of the struggles I have grounded myself in for the past several decades.

We Are the Poors
The protagonists of Desai’s narrative are the “unemployed, single mother, community defender,
neighbor, factory worker, popular criminal, rap artist and genuine ou (good human being). These
constructs have all come to make up the collective identities of ‘the poors’” (Desai 2002:7).
Rather than seeing these struggles as independent of one another, these groups are a potential
social force, which if united, could change property relationships in South Africa. He writes,
“the forms of solidarity that enable poor people to stand together against evictions and cut offs
are not necessarily sufficient to change the system that keeps them impoverished. But it is a
starting point for building a larger movement, and these actually existing collectivities are a more
concrete starting point for building that movement than any academic analysis or abstract set of
principles” (Desai 2002:142).

Desai’s work is tied to an important debate about how to understand the poor today: are the poor
a reserve army of the unemployed or an excluded population whose labor has been made
permanently redundant by the revolution in information technology? Or does the “poor”
represent a new identity shared by various groups, on the basis of their common experience of
the negative effects of late capitalism? Other authors have also weighed in on this question.
Mike Davis, in his book Planet of Slums, writes about a new “informal proletariat” as “a global
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social class of at least one billion urban-dwellers, radically and permanently disconnected from
the formal world economy” (Davis 2006). In their book Multitude, Hardt and Negri theorize the
emergence of a new global class of poor, both working within the formal economy and outside
of it, which they call the “multitude” (Hardt and Negri 2004). Christian Parenti, in his writing
about prisons, has come to see large sections of the prison population and others as a “surplus
population” that the state seeks to control primarily through policing and incarceration, rather
than incorporation into the economy (Parenti 2001).

On a global level, the “informal proletariat” is the fastest-growing group of the world’s
population (Davis 2006). French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu has coined the term
“flexploitation” to describe the new combination of flexibilization and exploitation experienced
by workers, both those still in and those pushed out of the global economic relations (Bourdieu
1999). Many social analysts use the terms “precariat” and “precarization” to grasp the economic
and social processes that render labor and labor relations contingent. The concepts are formed in
analogy to the classical concepts of the “proletariat” and “proletarianization.” Similarly,
liberation theologians in South America have coined the term “pooritariat” (pobretariado) to
describe the same, or at least a closely tied, reality. These different terms point to the deep
structures that generate instability and impoverishment.

The identification of the revolutionary class, or that section of a potentially revolutionary class
that’s most likely to go into motion, seems to be a key task for any would-be revolutionary.
Marx obviously devoted much of his intellectual and political activity to the identification and
organization of the industrial proletariat as the key revolutionary class in his time. Lenin’s early
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writings were also concerned with the correct identification of the class in Russia, in his time,
that would be most likely to move in a revolutionary direction, an identification that in large part
defined and guided the work of the Bolshevik party. Despite his somewhat unorthodox
conclusions on the question, Mao was similarly concerned with identifying the most
revolutionary segment of his society. Marx, Lenin, and Mao devoted considerable intellectual
effort to identifying the revolutionary class in their time and place, and engaging in polemics
with other revolutionaries in the process of defending and refining their positions. Can we see
the poor as a revolutionary class in this period?

What “the poors” share is a common experience of being the victims of neoliberal capitalism.
Desai describes their demands as arising in an organic way from their common situation: “all
principle flowed from the need to ward off evictions, water cut off and the like” (Desai 2002:8).
He continues, “their protests were not driven by ideology but by the need to survive and the
desire to live decently” (Desai 2002:9). Desai correctly points out that although the struggles for
affordable housing, access to water, and other necessities are diverse, their cause and the basis on
which they arise is the same: the neoliberal state and its attack on the poor.

The identity of “the poors” is not an economic given, but something that is fought for and
struggled over in the realm of politics and culture. Desai contrasts the movement’s effort to
create new identities of struggle with the state’s attempt to create new criminal identities for poor
people. First the main actors in the struggle of the poor are labeled as outsiders and agitators by
the state: “community leaders were marked with the labels of agitator, radical, and
counterrevolutionary, used interchangeably” (Desai 2002:16). Then the state starts to
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criminalize these community leaders as “undesirables, drug lords, shebeen (speakeasy) owners
and sexual deviants” (Desai 2002:50). But the community responds with their own claims to
identity. Protesting evictions and the privatization of housing, poor Indians and Africans
respond to criticism of being privileged but undeserving by stating, “we are not Indians, we are
the poors…We are not Africans, we are the poors” (Desai 2002:44). This assertion of “the
poors” as a common identity is significant. In a country where, “colonial rulers encouraged
divisions between Indian, colored and African people, a sense of non-racialism is defiantly
entrenched in the community organizations as we confront our common lot not as separate races
but as the poors” (Desai 2002:152). The identity of “the poors” is partly an attempt to forge a
kind of class unity across the racial, ethnic and religious differences that are so often used to
divide and conquer. One interesting example is how they have reinterpreted the Hindu festival of
lights, Diwali, into an occasion to demand ‘lights for all’ and have linked it to an illegal
campaign to turn people’s electricity back on.

The Poor in the U.S.
As in South Africa, organizations of the poor in the United States have formed in response to the
conditions of neoliberalism, including the privatization of water and other utility rate hikes,
gentrification and housing evictions, changes in labor conditions and low wages, and the high
cost of health care and pharmaceutical drugs. Also, as in South Africa, many of these groups are
multi-racial organizations of poor people who are struggling to build some kind of class unity
across racial lines. These organizations, like the ones that Desai documented, tend to be nonideological: these are not creatures of the left, but organizations that arise to meet urgent survival
needs within their local communities. Given the current neoliberal hegemony, meeting those
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needs puts their members on a collision course with private property relationships and the state
as the ultimate defender of private property. This political conflict develops not because of a
commitment to a particular ideology, but simply as a consequence of the struggle to survive.

There are hundreds of these kinds of organizations and survival struggles across the U.S and I
have explored five of their currents in the preceding chapter. They have grown rapidly as
conditions of poverty and inequality have accelerated. Many of these organizations are
connected via multiple networks. Some of them have adopted the language of economic human
rights and/or human dignity to frame their struggles and find common cause with others. In
addition, many of these organizations are inspired by the strategic vision of Martin Luther King
Jr.’s Poor People’s Campaign, understood as a break from the reformist Civil Rights Movement
towards a more revolutionary politics with the organized poor at the lead. Rev. Dr. King
proposed to unite poor Blacks, poor Latinos, poor Native Americans, and poor whites to make
common demands for survival, which would lead to a disruption of the status quo and a political
opening for large-scale social transformation. This strategic thinking informs and animates the
new Poor People’s Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival as well as hundreds of
grassroots groups across the United States today.

Gramsci and Disarming the Weak
The Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci provides a set of theoretical concepts and tools that are
indispensable for exploring the significance of these global struggles and evaluating the
possibility of the revolutionary moral, political and epistemological agency of the poor. Many
thinkers from across the political spectrum increasingly see Antonio Gramsci’s concept of
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hegemony as crucial for understanding questions of power and agency in today’s world. For
example, Joseph S. Nye, who was the Dean of the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard
University, has spent nearly two decades elaborating the concept of “soft power,” which he
traces to Gramsci (Nye 2002:9). Nye argues that the lack of understanding of hegemony (or soft
power) by the Bush administration and their resulting unilateral foreign policies caused a crisis
of hegemony that threatens to undermine the interests of U.S. elites. Global leaders are even
more concerned with the words and actions of Donald Trump and their implications for the
U.S.’s ability to exercise hegemony. Seeking to understand Gramsci’s important contributions to
understanding power and apply them to today’s situation, I will discuss his concept of
hegemony, and consider criticisms of this conception by James C. Scott in his influential book
Weapons of the Weak (Scott 1985).

To understand Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, one must first situate Gramsci in his historic
context and understand his intellectual project. Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) was raised in
poverty in rural southern Italy. He went to university on a scholarship and became an activist
with the Italian Socialist Party (PSI). He founded a radical journal in 1919, and in 1921 became
a member of the central committee of the Italian Communist Party (PCI). Gramsci spent a year
and a half in Moscow as an Italian delegate to the Communist International, and after his return
to Italy became the general secretary of the PCI. In 1926 Gramsci was arrested by the fascists
and sentenced to over 20 years in prison, where he wrote his now famous notebooks. Gramsci
wrote not as an academic, but as a political activist fighting against fascism and for social justice
(Rosengarten 2004).
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The Russian Revolution of 1917 had a profound effect on Gramsci, and was both inspiring and
troubling to him. Inspiring because it showed the possibility of revolutionary change, but
troubling because of the failure of revolutions in the more developed economies in Western
Europe (Knauft 1996:178). How had capitalism and capitalists in these countries weathered the
revolutionary offensive of 1917-1921? For Gramsci in 1926, looking at revolutions in Europe
that were either defeated or failed to occur, at a capitalism that had stabilized itself after the postWWI economic crisis, and at a fascism that was on the march, it became clear that a new
analysis of the resiliency of capitalist states was needed (Gramsci 2000:189). Gramsci’s
inquiries on the topic of hegemony were central to that new analysis.

Organic Intellectuals, Economism, and Hegemony
Gramsci’s intellectual project was rooted in Marxism, and he agreed with Marx when Marx
wrote:
In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are
indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of production
correspond to a definite stage of development of their material forces of
production. The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the
economic structure of society – the real foundation, on which rises a legal and
political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social
consciousness (Marx 1859:159-60).
Gramsci (and Marx) did not believe there was a simple one-to-one correspondence between the
base and the superstructure. For Gramsci, the “fundamental point” was “how does the historical
movement arise on the structural base? … This is furthermore the crux of all the questions that
have arisen around the philosophy of praxis48 [italics added]” (Gramsci 2003:431-2). As applied

Gramsci credits Plekhanov for identifying this issue in his Fundamental Problems of Marxism, assumedly in the
section on the “Interaction of Base and Superstructure” (Plekhanov 62-66)

48
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to questions of revolution, this theory states that fundamental changes in the economic base
create the conditions for, but do not automatically guarantee, a successful movement for political
power by subordinated classes. For Gramsci, the key question was how does the subaltern49
become a historical force and take political power?

One of the conclusions he came to is that the production of “organic intellectuals,” and their
activity, is a crucial part of the process by which a class becomes conscious of itself. Organic
intellectuals play a leading role in the transition from a class-in-itself (i.e., one that exists
objectively) to a class-for-itself (i.e., one that takes action as a self-conscious social force).

Gramsci defines organic intellectuals as follows: “every social group… creates together with
itself, organically, one or more strata of intellectuals which give it homogeneity and an
awareness of its own function not only in the economic but also in the social and political fields”
(Gramsci 1973:5). For Gramsci, “there is no organization without intellectuals, that is without
organizers and leaders” (Gramsci 1973:334). Instead, “it is the intellectuals who transform the
incoherent and fragmentary ‘feelings’ of those who live a particular class position into a coherent
and reasoned account of the world as it appears from that position” (Crehan 2002:129-30).
Organic intellectuals express the collective will of the subaltern, reflecting their ideas back to
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Taking into account the agency of the peasantry and the question of the subaltern, Gayatri Spivak takes on many
prominent social theorists in her essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (Spivak 1988). She critiques Michel Foucault
and Gilles Deleuze for not taking economic relations into account in their consideration of power and relegating
Marx to a dated figure. She also takes up Gramsci and both his idea of “organic intellectuals” and his work on the
“subaltern classes”. She argues for the use of Derrida and grammatology and critiques both structuralists and poststructuralists for their reliance on empiricism. She does all of this with the project of a postcolonial women’s
perspective in mind.
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them in a more systematic form, in a way that can help to advance collective action. In
Gramsci’s words:
Can modern theory be in opposition to the ‘spontaneous’ feelings of the masses?
(‘Spontaneous’ in the sense that they are not the result of any systematic
educational activity on the part of an already conscious leading group, but have
been formed through everyday experience illuminated by ‘common sense’, i.e. by
the traditional popular conception of the world…) It cannot be in opposition to
them. Between the two there is a ‘quantitative’ difference of degree, not one of
quality” (Gramsci 1973:198-9).
Although Desai never quotes Gramsci or the concept of the organic intellectual, his telling of the
story of ANC intellectual Fatima Meer is instructive. Meer went to Chatsworth in 1999 to
bolster support for the ANC among the Indian population. In Desai’s words, the role of Meer
was “to bring revolutionary, non-racial consciousness from the outside to the masses who, on
their own, could not move beyond a minority false consciousness” (Desai 2002:16). However,
Meer was so moved by the conditions of extreme deprivation, the “hidden reserves of
leadership” that began arising from the community (Desai 2002:18), and the shockingly
dismissive response of other ANC leaders to the plight of those in Chatsworth, that she
fundamentally changed her role. Instead of trying to “correct” the Indians of Chatsworth from
without, she went on to write a large report documenting the conditions there, and to try to
articulate their struggles and “correct” the ANC for not understanding the situation. Her
sympathies changed, and she began writing from the point of view of and advocating for the
“poors” in Chatsworth. Meer was open to learning from the poors and also not just tailing but
contributing to their movement.
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Gramsci saw economic determinism or economism as one of the main obstacles in some selfdescribed Marxists’ thinking that had to be overcome in order for the revolutionary movement,
especially in Western Europe, to develop the organic intellectuals necessary for it to succeed.
For Gramsci, economism obscures the crucial question. Instead of focusing one’s attention on
how changes in the base affect the superstructure, economism assumes a mechanical, one-way
causality as an article of faith. Gramsci heaped scorn on economism, which he described as “a
belief in a predetermined teleology like that of religion… [consisting of] mechanical… fatalistic
beliefs” (Gramsci 2000:220), and “economic superstition” (Gramsci 2003:164). Gramsci saw
the origins of economism in intellectual laziness, and he quoted Engels approvingly on this topic:
“many people find it very convenient to think that they can have the whole of history and all
political and philosophical wisdom in their pockets at little cost and no trouble, concentrated into
a few short formulae” (Gramsci 2003:164). He warned that the consequences of economism
included political errors ranging from passivity (revolutionaries just need to wait for the
economy to inevitably change, and the working classes’ experiences of these economic changes
will organize them and give them class consciousness) to an inability to make compromises to
achieve political aims (because the revolutionaries’ ultimate aim is somehow pre-ordained).
Gramsci developed the concept of hegemony in order to explore the question of the resilience of
capitalist states to revolutionary change as well as to challenge economism and develop a theory
of revolutionary leadership adequate to the conditions of the most advanced capitalist societies:
“it is therefore necessary to combat economism not only in the theory of historiography, but also
and especially in the theory and practice of politics. In this field, the struggle can and must be
carried on by developing the concept of hegemony” (Gramsci 2000:216).
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Consistent with Gramsci’s critique of economism – which he saw as reducing Marxist analysis to
simple formulas – Gramsci does not provide any simple definition of hegemony. For Gramsci,
hegemony is more of a problematic or a research program. Gramsci sees power as existing on a
spectrum from brute force on the one hand to willing consent on the other hand (Crehan
2002:101). For Gramsci, the problem is sorting out, in a particular historical situation, how
power is exercised. He took as special case studies the Italian Risorgimento (the movement for
the unification of Italy) and the French Revolution.

In one commonly quoted note from the Prison Notebooks, Gramsci seems to offer a discrete
definition of hegemony:
What we can do, for the moment, is to fix two major superstructural ‘levels’: the
one that can be called ‘civil society’, that is the ensemble of organisms commonly
called ‘private’, and that of ‘political society’ or ‘the State’. These two levels
correspond on the one hand to the function of ‘hegemony’ which the dominant
group exercises throughout society and on the other hand to that of ‘direct
domination’ or command exercised through the State and ‘juridical government’
(Gramsci 2003:12).
In the quote above, Gramsci draws a strict division between civil society where hegemony is
practiced, and the state that is associated with direct domination. Gramsci elaborates on what he
means by hegemony in this setting:

The ‘spontaneous’ consent given by the great masses of the population to the
general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental group; this
consent is ‘historically’ caused by the prestige (and consequent confidence) which
the dominant group enjoys because of its position and function in the world of
production (Gramsci 2003:12).
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It is important to consider the context of this note. Gramsci was drawing out these distinctions of
the state versus civil society because he was considering the question of the formation and role of
intellectuals in Italy, and in southern Italy in particular. Making these distinctions in this case
helps to foreground the particular role of the intellectual. In other cases, however, Gramsci did
not find this distinction to be useful.

In a different note, where Gramsci is discussing political science, he writes of hegemony as
included in one of the activities of the state: “the State is the entire complex of practical and
theoretical activities with which the ruling class not only justifies and maintains its dominance,
but manages to win the active consent of those over whom it rules” (Gramsci 2003:244).
Elsewhere, in discussing the Free Trade movement, Gramsci points out that the distinction
between the state and civil society is a methodological point:
The ideas of the Free Trade movement are based on a theoretical error whose
practical origin is not hard to identify: they are based on a distinction between
political society and civil society which is made into and presented as an organic
one, whereas in fact it is merely methodological… in actual reality civil society
and State are one and the same (Gramsci 2003:159-60).
Hegemony is often associated with power exercised by mobilizing consent instead of coercion.
However, when Gramsci is writing of the Jacobins of the French Revolution, he includes force as
part of hegemony: “The ‘normal’ exercise of hegemony on the now classical terrain of the
parliamentary regime is characterized by the combination of force and consent, which balance
each other reciprocally, without force predominating excessively over consent” (Gramsci
2003:80).
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These seemingly contradictory examples do not mean that Gramsci was inconsistent in his
articulations of hegemony. Gramsci’s primary aim was not to develop a novel theoretical
formulation. Instead, he was looking for a way to frame questions about how power is exercised
in concrete historical situations. From these examples we can draw the conclusion that
hegemony, for Gramsci, is a problematic. One cannot deduce, a priori, the answers to the
question of hegemony from a theory. Instead each situation must be rigorously examined in its
specificity in order to tease out the various ways that force and consent are used to maintain
power and keep the subaltern subordinated, and thus clarify the particular challenges and tasks of
the subaltern’s organic intellectuals in any given place and time.

Weapons of the Weak
James C. Scott’s Weapons of the Weak is a highly influential critique of Gramsci’s concept of
hegemony. Through not an anthropologist himself, Scott’s critique has been particularly
influential in anthropology. Scott believes that his work with the Sedaka in Malaysia calls for a
“fundamental re-thinking” of the concept of hegemony (Scott 1985:314). How does Scott
characterize Gramsci’s concept of hegemony? Scott claims that “hegemony is simply the name
Gramsci gave to [the] process of ideological domination” (Scott 1985:315) first described by
Marx and Engels in The German Ideology. For Scott, the “central idea” is that:
The ruling class dominates not only the means of physical production but the
means of symbolic production as well. Its control over the material forces of
production is replicated, at the level of ideas, in its control over the ideological
‘sectors’ of society—culture, religion, education, and the media—in a manner that
allows it to disseminate those values that reinforce its position. What Gramsci
did, in brief, was to explain the institutional basis of false-consciousness (Scott
1985:315).
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For Scott, hegemony and ideology are synonyms and Gramsci is interpreted as an idealist
philosopher: “Hegemony… is used here, however, in its symbolic or idealist sense, since that is
precisely where Gramsci’s major contribution to Marxist thought lies” (Scott 1985:316). Scott
takes this interpretation of Gramsci as an idealist to the extreme: “In fact, for Gramsci, the
proletariat is more enslaved at the level of ideas than at the level of behavior” (Scott 1985:39).
Scott then develops a series of critiques of Gramsci’s concept of hegemony. But, before
considering his critiques, one must first determine if Scott’s characterization of Gramsci is
accurate, or if he is arguing against a straw man.

Scott’s interpretation of Gramsci’s conception of hegemony is problematic in at least three ways.
First, for Gramsci, hegemony and ideology are not synonyms and he never uses them as
synonyms in his writings (Crehan 2002:174). Hegemony is a much broader concept – one that
includes ideologies, but is not reducible to them:
For the philosophy of praxis, ideologies are anything but arbitrary; they are real
historical facts which must be combated and their nature as instruments of
domination revealed, not for reasons of morality etc., but for reasons of political
struggle: in order to make the governed intellectually independent of the
governing, in order to destroy one hegemony and create another, as a necessary
moment in the revolutionizing of praxis (Gramsci 2000:196).
As discussed above, hegemony is a much broader problematic than just ideology, concerned with
the exercise of power in actual practice, ranging from coercion to consent.

Second, Gramsci did not develop his conception of hegemony as a way to elaborate on Marx and
Engels’ writing in The German Ideology on the concept of “false consciousness.” In fact,
Gramsci is quite specific in attributing the origins of the concept of hegemony to Lenin, in his
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fights against economism and against Trotsky’s conception of ‘permanent revolution.’ Gramsci
states:
The greatest modern theorist of the philosophy of praxis [Lenin] has – on the
terrain of political struggle and organization, and with political terminology – in
opposition to various tendencies of ‘economism’, revalued the front of cultural
struggle and constructed a doctrine of hegemony (Gramsci 2000:195).
In another note, Gramsci says, “the theoretical-practical principle of hegemony has also
epistemological significance, and it is here that Ilych [Lenin]’s greatest theoretical contribution
to the philosophy of praxis should be sought” (Gramsci 2000:192). Gramsci is certainly in
dialogue with Marx and Engels, but his concern is not with “false consciousness” as Scott
suggests. Instead, Gramsci is elaborating a more nuanced relationship of base and superstructure
(discussed in the Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy) and developing the idea Marx
introduced in the Poverty of Philosophy of how a ‘class-in-itself’ can become a ‘class-for-itself’.
That is, how the potential that is created by new economic conditions can become actual in terms
of class consciousness and collective action (Crehan 2002:92).

Returning to Gramsci’s theory of the role of intellectuals shows how his project cannot be
understood as explaining false consciousness, as Scott argues. The false consciousness view
implies that the subaltern are ignorant of their own interests and in need of being enlightened by
an external agent, like an intellectual, who can correct the “ideological shortcomings of the
proletariat” (Scott 1985:341). This is not Gramsci’s view. As was discussed above, organic
intellectuals are such precisely in the sense that they are “organically” tied to the subaltern and
emerge and develop from their struggles as well as helping to shape those struggles and bring
them to greater self-consciousness. The concept of organic intellectuals, who seen as an
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inseparable part of the class by definition, runs entirely counter to, and provides no support for,
Scott’s characterization of either Gramsci’s starting point or his conclusions. Gramsci’s view is
far subtler (and useful) than the reductive view of “false consciousness” that Scott ascribes to
him.

Finally, and most importantly, Gramsci was not an idealist and certainly did not contend that
“the proletariat is more enslaved at the level of ideas than at the level of behavior” (Scott 1985,
39). While Gramsci did fight against a “mechanical materialism,” and sought to broaden the
understanding of the way power operates, he specifically contrasted idealism to his philosophy of
praxis in several places in the Prison Notebooks:
one cannot understand the philosophy of praxis [without understanding] its
position in comparison with idealism and with mechanical materialism, the
importance and significance of the doctrine of superstructures. [As a result of the
philosophy of praxis,] the whole way of conceiving philosophy had been
‘historicized’, that is to say a new way of philosophizing which is more concrete
and historical than what went before it has begun to come into existence (Gramsci
2003:448).
A detailed look at Gramsci’s method of analysis also seriously undermines the contention that he
should be understood as an idealist. In a note titled “Analysis of Situations: Relations of Force”
Gramsci lays out three levels of analysis for understanding the relations of force. First, “the level
of development of the material forces of production [which] provide a basis for the emergence of
the various social groupings” (Gramsci 2000:204). Second, “an evaluation of the degree of
homogeneity, self-awareness and organization attained by the various social groups” (Gramsci
2000:204-5). And third, “the relation of military forces, which at times is decisive” (Gramsci
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2000:206). Gramsci notes that there are two dangers in making a proper estimate of the relations
of force:
In the first case there is an excess of ‘economism’, or doctrinaire pedantry; in the
second, an excess of ‘ideologism’. In the first case there is an overestimation of
mechanical causes, in the second an exaggeration of the voluntarist and individual
element… The dialectical nexus between the two categories of movement, and
therefore of research, is hard to establish precisely” (Gramsci 2000:202).
Here we see Gramsci as a thinker who has taken as a special focus of study the varying
relationships between material and ideological factors in a given historical situation – a far cry
from the idealist philosopher that Scott attempts to paint. Indeed, it is hard to imagine that
Gramsci, imprisoned and denied medical care by a fascist state, could fail to appreciate the
significance of the coercive power of the state.

Scott lays out a number of criticisms based on his straw man version of Gramsci. The first three
of his criticisms argue against a conception of false consciousness, a position that Gramsci did
not hold. First, Scott argues that the peasant is able to critique the dominant ideology. Second,
Scott argues that this critique is often overlooked because researchers miss the “hidden
transcript” of private resistance. Third, he argues that this critique is often developed by
criticizing the dominant ideology “in its own terms”. But in fact, Gramsci would not disagree
with any of these arguments. Gramsci discussed the “subversive” nature of the consciousness of
the Italian peasant:
The purely Italian concept of ‘subversive’ can be explained as follows: a negative
rather than a positive class position—the ‘people’ is aware that it has enemies, but
only identifies them empirically as the so-called signori. Contained in the concept
of signore there is much of the old dislike of country for town… There is also a
dislike of officialdom… The peasant… hates the civil servant… The lower
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classes, historically on the defensive, can only achieve self-awareness via a series
of negations, via their consciousness of the identity and class limits of their enemy
(Gramsci 2003:272-3).
It is clear that Gramsci does not obscure this level of resistance. Coming from a peasant
background himself, he was well aware of these practices. Gramsci would not disagree with
Scott that such acts of resistance and subversion among the subaltern occur. Where they
disagree is the significance of those acts. For Gramsci, these acts of subversion are the
beginnings of a process of the subaltern coming to consciousness of their position in society.
What is important for Gramsci is that the process continues, so that the subaltern become
conscious of their condition, build organization and struggle to end their subordination.
For Scott, on the other hand, there seems to be no possibility of the subaltern escaping their
condition. Scott asserts that the possibility of revolutionary change is “all but foreclosed”50
(Scott 1985:350). Since acts of micro-resistance are not precursors to a more organized, overt
struggle for power, they take on a new significance for Scott. Because there is nothing else to do
but deploy “ridicule… truculence… irony… petty act of noncompliance... foot dragging…
dissimulation” (Scott 1985:350), “theft, and malicious gossip” (Scott 1985:304), these acts are to
be “celebrate[d]” (Scott 1985:350) as ends in themselves. Indeed, they are elevated over any
attempt to form organization to fight for rights or fundamentally transform social relationships.

This leads to Scott’s fourth criticism of Gramsci. Scott claims that “a historical examination of
the rank and file of nearly any manifestly revolutionary mass movement will show that the

While there may be good arguments to recommend this position, Scott does not offer them in Weapons of the
Weak. Instead, he asserts “a certain pessimism” (Scott 1985:350) and mentions very briefly that “a realistic
assessment of the fate of workers and peasants in most revolutionary states” (Scott 1985:350) would support his
position. Scott equivocates, though, when he says that acts of micro-resistance “may aggregate to a point… where
their attainment implies a revolution” (Scott 1985:344).
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objectives sought are usually limited and even reformist in tone” (Scott 1985:317-318) and that
revolutionary class consciousness is basically a chimera. To support this, Scott takes a
revisionist look at the Russian Revolution. He uses a single source51 to claim that in the cases of
militant striking coal miners in 1912 Germany and organized workers in Russia immediately
before the October Revolution “there is not the slightest hint that they were the carriers of
revolutionary sentiments” (Scott 1985:342). The sources for this claim are a survey of German
workers in 1912 and the public pronouncements of Russian factory committees before 1917. It
seems strange that Scott, who is so sensitive in the case of the Sedaka to the differences between
what subordinated classes can say in public (“the partial transcript” that other researchers have
mistaken for the whole story) and in private (“the hidden transcript” which Scott has revealed),
does not consider the similar constraints that workers faced when attempting to organize in
Tsarist Russia. How could a study of the public statements of factory committees reveal the
consciousness of the Russian worker, which Scott has elsewhere asserted can only be found in
the private “hidden transcript”? Scott’s revisionist account of the Russian Revolution is not
compelling, and does not meet his own standards of judgment.

In addition to claiming that subaltern classes have never had revolutionary consciousness
historically, Scott goes on to claim that they do not need it. For Scott, all the subaltern require is
to struggle on a local and immediate level: “to see the causes of distress instead as personal, as
evil, as a failure of identifiable people in their own community to act in a seemly way… is quite
possibly the only view that could, and does, serve as the basis for day-to-day resistance (Scott
1985:348). Scott argues for this position by crafting a hypothetical protest:

Moore, Barrington. 1979. Injustice: The Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt. New York, Random House. Moore
refers to the striking German and Russian workers as “angry little people” (Scott 1985:342).
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Can one imagine a rural protest movement with banners proclaiming ‘stop
agrarian capitalism’ or ‘down with the cash nexus’? Of course not. Such
undeniable facts are far too abstract and remote; they fail completely to capture
the texture of local experience (Scott 1985:348).
The power of Scott’s argument about the seeming absurdity of such banners is based on
conflating the political slogans one might use to mobilize people with the political analysis that
might inform such an action. It’s unclear why, for Scott, the subaltern is necessarily unable to
distinguish between the two. Nor is it clear why it would be absurd to think that the subaltern
need a more thorough understanding of their situation. Apparently, they should just be left to
struggle over the immediate grievances that appear in front of them.

However, in a globalized world, local problems often do not have local causes or local solutions.
To take an unfortunately non-hypothetical example, the decisions reached in Cancun about the
entry of Cambodia into the World Trade Organization mean that Cambodia is being forced to
end agricultural tariffs and subsidies. Eighty percent of Cambodians work in agriculture and this
one decision is likely to wipe out the entire agricultural economy that they depend on for their
livelihood (Macan-Markar 2004). How can such a situation be resisted on a purely local basis,
with irony, foot dragging and malicious gossip? Without organization and consciousness, what
hope do the peasants of Cambodia have?

Scott, in abandoning the subaltern to their immediate negative consciousness and their micropractices of resistance, condemns them to remain subaltern forever. Gramsci would have
disagreed with the defeatist notion that social change is impossible and the concurrent
celebration of these micro-practices of resistance. Of course, people resist power in myriad
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ways: people must hold on to their dignity. But small acts of resistance to hold onto one’s
dignity are not a program for social justice.

Scott’s criticisms of Gramsci fall wide of the mark. Instead of critiquing Gramsci’s concept of
hegemony, Scott critiques a straw man version of false consciousness. Against Gramsci’s
“optimism of the will” which informed his painstaking work in developing the concept of
hegemony, and his broader project to understand and potentially overcome the failure of
revolution in Europe, Scott merely asserts his pessimism. Gramsci’s concept of hegemony is
much subtler than Scott allows, and deserving of more careful attention and analysis than Scott
provides.

Governmentality and Disarming the Weak
Along with Scott’s concept of hidden transcripts and negative consciousness, another highly
influential theory of power, rule, and resistance originates in Michel Foucault’s writing on
“governmentality.” This concept has been applied to the study of anti-poverty policies, and the
struggles of the poor, through the work of Barbara Cruikshank (1999), Mitchell Dean (1999),
and Susan Hyatt (1997). As with Scott’s Weapons of the Weak, a critical analysis of this
literature reveals significant gaps and limits.

Foucault defines governmentality as the “conduct of conduct” (Foucault 1983:220-1). Colin
Gordon emphasizes the self-governing aspect of Foucault’s conception and explains
governmentality as “a form of activity aiming to shape, guide or affect the conduct of some
person or persons” (Gordon 1991:2). Mitchell Dean places more stress on the role of calculation
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involved in governmentality, which he says, “entails any attempt to shape with some degree of
deliberation aspects of our behavior according to particular sets of norms and for a variety of
ends” (Dean 1999:10). Both the influencing of self-governance and the employment of some
form of calculation are important to Foucault’s sense of governmentality.

Foucault is not interested in the classic questions of political philosophy, such as theories about
the legitimation of sovereign authority. Instead, he is interested in questions concerning how
power is exercised. In his writing, Foucault contrasts governmentality to sovereignty. While
sovereignty is concerned about how to rule over a given territory, governmentality is concerned
with how to rule people and things. While the goal of sovereignty is circular: “the end of
sovereignty is the exercise of sovereignty” (Foucault 1991:95), the goal of governmentality is a
“convenient” end that implies multiple, rather than single aims. Correspondingly, instead of the
sovereign imposition of law over people, governmentality uses multiple tactics to achieve its
multiple ends (including using laws as tactics). Foucault does not see power flowing from a
single point of origin, but is interested in governmentality as a diverse set of practices (and as
ways of knowing) rather than as institutions.

Foucault argues that there was a shift from sovereignty to governmentality in 16th Century
Western Europe, due to the “introduction of economy into political practice” (Foucault 1991:92).
“Economy” here does not refer to the market, but rather draws on a prior sense of economy in
the family. It is defined as the wise management of individuals, goods, and wealth within the
family in such a way as to make family fortunes prosper. Foucault compares governmentality
with the meticulous attention of the father towards his (patriarchal) family. The second
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metaphor Foucault invokes is that of the captain of a ship, who is responsible for the safety and
well-being of his ship, cargo and crew.

Foucault sees the demographic expansion of 18th Century Europe as introducing the problem of
population into governmentality. Phenomena related to the governance of large populations can
no longer be reduced to those of the family. Foucault cites “epidemics, endemic levels of
mortality, [and] ascending spirals of labor and wealth” (Foucault 1991:99) as examples. In order
to cope with larger populations, statistics became a major technology of governmentality.
Population itself became the end of governmentality, the goals of which became “the welfare of
the population, the improvement of its condition, the increase of its wealth, longevity, health,
etc.,” (Foucault 1991:100). These goals are accomplished through “large-scale campaigns, or
indirectly through techniques that will make possible…the stimulation of birth rates, the
directing of the flow of population into certain regions or activities, etc.” (Foucault 1991:100).
This is what Foucault calls bio-power. Bio-power is the management of the life processes of a
population, through interventions into areas such as health, housing, the built environment, and
working conditions. Instead of rule over populations, bio-power describes rule through
populations.

The concepts of governmentality and biopower lead to a theory of power that is not just
repressive: power is not just the sovereign saying no; power is also productive. Power can create
new situations, new ideas, new institutions, and new subjects. The close interconnection of the
formation of a certain kind of subject and certain kinds of political, social, and economic
arrangements is central to Foucault’s thinking. This is partly what governmentality is about – the
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ability of a system to run in a way that leaves at least certain people free, but with conditions to
the way they are constructed – and see themselves – as free subjects. In this way, practices of
self-governance become very important to the operation of power.

Foucault’s theory of governmentality has radical implications for understanding the state. The
state, for Foucault, is a “mythicized abstraction” (Foucault 1991:103). Since power does not
flow down from the coercive authority of the sovereign but bubbles up through myriad practices
and knowledges, the state as a centralized source of power makes no sense for Foucault. Power
is diffuse and productive, creating subjectivities that are aligned towards “convenient” ends via
schools, prisons, the welfare system, government anti-poverty programs, etc.

Governmentality and the Poor
Barbara Cruikshank’s book, The Will to Empower, is an influential application of Foucault’s
ideas of governmentality to questions of poverty (Cruikshank 1999). Cruikshank takes as her
target liberal ideas of democratic citizenship which hold that empowered citizenship can be a
solution to social problems such as poverty, powerlessness, crime, and political apathy. Her
thesis is that democratic citizenship “is less a solution to political problems than a strategy of
government” (Cruikshank 1999:1). For Cruikshank, citizens are not born, they are made.
Technologies of citizenship, including “discourses, programs and other tactics” (Cruikshank
1999:1) constitute and create citizens. Following Foucault, Cruikshank sees the citizen not as a
simple participant in politics, but as “an effect and instrument of political power” (Cruikshank
1999:5).
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Cruikshank takes the Community Action Programs (CAP) of the War on Poverty as her primary
case study. She focuses on the CAP policy of “maximum feasible participation” by the poor in
its programs. She argues that the War on Poverty cannot be understood as co-opting the poor
away from independent political activity and into the programs of the state. Instead, the War on
Poverty created “the poor” by employing social scientific knowledge and programs aiming to
alleviate poverty. Cruikshank says “‘the poor’ cannot have interests of their own until and unless
they are constituted as a group. That did not happen until the War on Poverty was waged;
government did not repress the poor but invented the poor as a group with interests and powers”
(Cruikshank 1999:86).

Philosophy and politics professor Mitchell Dean, in his book Governmentality: Power and Rule
in Modern Society, lauds Cruikshank’s analysis as the single best example for understanding
governmentality in practice (Dean 1999). He devotes a chapter to comparing Cruikshank’s
analysis of the War on Poverty to Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon’s critical history of welfare
dependency (Fraser and Gordon 1994), drawing out some of the implications of Cruikshank’s
critique of empowerment.

Dean points out that, following the War on Poverty, every attempt by “New Left political
activists, the civil rights movement, and the nascent ‘second-wave’ feminist movement” (Dean
1999:67) to empower poor people was really just the imposition of another form of
governmentality. Any appeal to the agency of the poor is itself a power relationship: “to specify,
attempt to use, work with or through this agency is not to escape power relations” (Dean
1999:70). In this analysis, there is no way to distinguish between the ‘empowerment’ offered by
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a neoliberal Empowerment Zone and the empowerment offered by a grassroots social movement.
Both are equally suspect because both are projects of governmentality.

Dean criticizes Fraser and Gordon’s work for relying on what he calls “ideology critique”.
Ideology critique aims to “unmask the ideological content of language to reveal real relations of
subordination” (Dean 1999:63). He strongly condemns this type of analysis because it “regards
language as a second-order phenomenon shaped by more fundamental forces and conditions”
(Dean 1999:64). Assumedly, then, Cruikshank’s strength, for Dean, lies in her understanding
language as a first-order phenomenon.

Another example of the use of governmentality in exploring the agency of the poor is in the work
of Professor of Anthropology Susan Hyatt, in her article Poverty in a ‘Post-Welfare’ Landscape.
Hyatt discusses an instance of neoliberal governmentality by documenting changes in tenant
management policies of state-subsidized housing in Britain since 1979 (Hyatt 1997). Hyatt
detects a shift in the language of Conservatives in government away from seeing tenants as
objects of policy constructed by experts and towards tenants as practitioners of policy, acting as
experts over their own lives. Rather than “clients” who have “entitlements,” public housing
residents are now referred to as “consumers” exercising “free choice” in the housing market.
Hyatt sees these changes as evidence of a new mode of governance, which, following Nikolas
Rose, she calls “advanced liberalism” (Rose 1993,1996). Instead of liberal intervention on
society by experts, advanced liberalism is about the self-regulation of individuals. According to
this line of argument, society is moving away from liberal governance of the poor and towards
advanced liberal self-governance by the poor.
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Hyatt documents the changes in tenant management policies by reference to government
documents, such as one from the Department of the Environment that says, “local services are
best monitored by those who receive the services directly” (Hyatt 1997:223). The 1998 Housing
Act contained a provision called “Tenants’ Choice” which was meant to encourage the
privatization of public housing by allowing tenants to vote for alternative management
companies to take over the management of their housing projects. Hyatt follows the experience
of the Lower Grange Housing Association, which voted to have the residents themselves manage
their own housing units. This lead to a practice of self-management and self-policing by tenants,
which Hyatt sees as emblematic of advanced liberal governmentality. Managing their own
public housing “essentially meant policing one another” (Hyatt 1997:228). Tenants themselves
took on the collection of rents and the enforcement of rules. Hyatt sees this process as a
“democratization of knowledge” (Hyatt 1997:224) as tenants now have responsibilities that were
formerly limited to paid experts. This process “valorizes the authenticity of indigenous
knowledge” (Hyatt 1997:233) and changes passive welfare dependents into active self-managing
citizens. Ultimately, the goal of these policies is not, as ideology critique might argue, to divest
the government from responsibility for the well-being of its own citizens, but instead is aimed at
“the changing of poor people’s consciousness” (Hyatt 1997:234).

The application of the theory of governmentality to issues of poverty and welfare offers
productive insights. First, governmentality problematizes a narrow view of power only
emanating from a repressive state. The expansion of the sites of power is useful for
understanding how different governmental agencies, privatized service providers, social workers
and others all play a role in exerting power. Governmentality theory encourages the researcher
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to avoid looking at single factors, for example, federal poverty policy, without considering the
many institutions, practices, and discourses that affect the poor.

Governmentality theory is particularly insightful at understanding the role of practices of selfgovernance by the poor themselves. The process of aligning an individual’s conception of their
self-interest with the interest of larger social forces is an increasingly significant technique of
rule under neoliberalism. For example, neoliberal governmentality defines the liberation of a
poor person through the language of self-help and self-reliance, where success is the winning of
a low-paying job instead of relying on a welfare check. In this way, governmentality is helpful
in understanding neoliberalism as not only the roll-back of the state, but also the roll-out of new
techniques of rule. Both of the examples above documented instances of these techniques.
Cruikshank wrote about how the War on Poverty recruited the poor via its doctrine of
“maximum feasible participation.” Hyatt documented how the Lower Grange tenant association
became responsible for the governance of their own housing project.

The productive conception of power entailed by governmentality theory also serves as a useful
problematization of the coercion-consent binary. By employing governmentality, one can see
how power can be very much in operation without relying on either overt coercion or the simple
persuasion of autonomous individuals by rational argument. By seeing how practices of power
seek to construct subjectivities that are “convenient” to those seeking to maintain and extend
their rule, one can see how power can create the consent that it needs to reproduce itself. This
avoids having to resort to a “false consciousness” view, critiqued earlier in this chapter, that
people are just duped by power.
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Lastly, governmentality theory does contribute to a critique of the liberal notion of empowerment
as a solution, or even as a necessarily positive and benign response, to social ills. As Cruikshank
has demonstrated, empowerment can be a technique of governmentality. Empowerment is a
technology of citizenship that seeks to both constitute and regulate citizens – it is a tactic for
“governing the very subjects whose problems they seek to redress” (Cruikshank 1999:2).

One shortcoming of the invocation of governmentality in relation to the poor is the serious
understatement of the role of coercion as a critically important aspect of power. Cruikshank
claims that “the ways poor people are governed very often have little to do with state power
except when, for example, the National Guard is brought in” (Cruikshank 1999:40). This is just
not true. While the spectacle of armed repression of urban uprisings is certainly a visible form of
overt coercion of the poor that is portrayed in the mass media, the reality is that the police have
an overwhelming day-to-day presence in poor neighborhoods. As Leith Mullings has
documented in Harlem, for example, the “War on Drugs” has provided an unlimited rationale for
the daily police intervention in the lives of the poor (Mullings 2003). Hyatt pays careful
attention to the self-policing by poor women in public housing projects, but never mentions the
fact that the limits of self-policing are sharply circumscribed by the threat of actual policing. If
Hyatt were to ask some of the poor women in her study why they “police” their children with
such vigor, she would quickly find out that one of the main goals is to keep them out of the
hands of the actual police. The Movement for Black Lives has renewed attention to the power of
the police to shoot and kill young black people, demonstrating what poor moms have known and
have been reacting to for decades.
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A corollary to the understatement of the role of coercion is an uncritical understanding of what
behavior counts as voluntary. One example is Cruikshank’s attack on Theresa Funiciello’s book
The Tyranny of Kindness (Funiciello 1993). Funiciello argues that welfare is a form of social
control, and that the poverty industry serves as a means for the redistribution of wealth away
from the poor and to middle-class service providers or “poverty pimps.” Cruikshank’s challenge
to Funiciello is, if welfare is so bad, why do women voluntarily continue to seek it out? She
says, “Funiciello does not account for why so many seek and continue to receive ‘help’ that in all
actuality, as she herself argues, is no help at all” (Cruikshank 1999:37). But poor people with no
other sources of income are compelled to make use of the services that are available, even if they
know they are oppressive and deeply problematic. For people in desperate circumstances, the
“choice” between getting food from a service provider that humiliates them and starving to death
cannot be described as free, voluntary choice that somehow renders any criticism of the service
provider irrelevant.

A second problem of how these authors have applied governmentality theory is that it is not clear
how subjectivity is actually inscribed by discourses and practices. Cruikshank does not
convincingly substantiate her claim that the War on Poverty invented the poor as a group. Even
if one were to accept that the poor cannot have interests of their own unless they are constituted
as a group, what was so uniquely powerful about the War on Poverty? Poor Laws have been
enacted repeatedly throughout America’s history. Also, the Christian Bible has been and
remains one of the most influential discourses in American life, and the Bible refers to the poor
and poverty more than any other single issue. Church programs have existed for centuries based
on this discourse, including soup kitchens and other institutions of Christian charity, which have
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strongly influenced welfare and other government programs. Why are the discourses and
practices of Christian charity less influential than the War on Poverty in constructing the poor?
Cruikshank’s lack of consideration of religious discourse weakens her analysis.

In Hyatt’s article, while she notes that the goal of the practices of governmentality she describes
is “the changing of poor people’s consciousness” (Hyatt 1997:234), she also quotes a resident
who has been subjected to these discourses and practices who says, “they want your views, they
want you to get involved but at the end of the day, they want to be the ones to determine the
outcome” (Hyatt 1997:231). Despite being subjected to the discourses and practices of
neoliberal empowerment, this public housing resident has not experienced a change of
consciousness, or at least not the kind sought by the government authorities. So, while some
peoples’ consciousness’s may have been changed by these tactics, not all of them have, and the
changes are uneven and at times contradictory.

To take another example, it is an open secret in New York and other cities that with the roll-back
of welfare, the only way many homeless people can get needed services is to claim that they are
either a drug addict or mentally ill. Of course, this “voluntary” self-identification becomes
reflected in official statistics that then “prove” that the majority of homeless people are mentally
ill or drug addicted. So, there is a sense in which governmentality through “the homeless” is
defined in part by discourses and practices related to drug addiction and mental illness. But, it
does not seem plausible to conclude that after having been subjected to these discourses and
practices aimed at “curing” them from their mental illness or drug addiction, people who are not
in fact mentally ill or drug addicted come to believe that they are. Simply because certain tactics
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aim to construct subjectivities in certain ways does not mean they are successful. Empirical
work is necessary to determine to what extent the discourses and practices cited by Cruikshank,
Dean, and Hyatt actually change people’s consciousness’s. Unfortunately, none of the authors
do that work.

More significant than the previous two criticisms are the theoretical problems inherent in the
conception of power that underlies governmentality. Often, the debate between Marxism and
post-modernism is framed by a discussion of the relative priority of micro-structures of power
versus macro-structures of power. Vulgar Marxists argue that the macro-structures are wholly
determinative while post-modern positions like Foucault’s tend to argue that only microstructures of power exist. I believe that the task of constructing theories of power is to articulate
the relationships between practices and structures of power. Unfortunately, Foucault as well as
Cruikshank, Dean, and Hyatt foreclose that possibility in their governmentality theory, making
power less useful as an analytic concept.

Foucault is deeply skeptical of “all projects that claim to be global or radical” (Foucault 1984,
46). He is not interested in “the search for formal structures…but we will seek to treat the
instances of discourse that articulate what we think, say, and do as so many historical events”
(Foucault 1984:46). This is the basis for Dean’s dismissal of ideology critique, which holds that
language condenses “actual” relations of inequality. Ideology critique’s inclusion of other
“forces and conditions” outside of discourse is an unacceptable maneuver to Dean and Foucault.
But it is unclear how refusing to consider factors outside of discourse can but limit our view of
power. Though Dean does acknowledge that there is distinction between “relations of power
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that are open, mobile and reversible and those that are not” (Dean 1999:35), he quickly goes on
to say that because of his commitment to “avoid global or radical projects, such a distinction
cannot be used to construct a general normative stance” (Dean 1999:35). While admitting that
this distinction exists, he is very wary of its use, and in fact does not refer to it for the rest of his
book.

Hyatt is also explicit about what she will not look at in considering power relationships. She
says that the goal of her chapter is not to “examine in any great detail the material outcome” of
housing policies (Hyatt 1997:218). But what is lost when we blind ourselves to those aspects of
power? For instance, while it may be that the relationships among the members of the Lower
Grange tenant organization could be characterized as open, mobile, and reversible, the
relationships of members of the tenant association to members of the Department of Housing are
none of those. Although the Department of Housing has, along with other governmental and
non-governmental organizations, employed a discourse of self-help and empowerment that
unites in certain respects with tenants’ own desires to be free and autonomous from the
indignities of welfare, the power relationships remain asymmetrical. They are not reversible.
The tenant organization will not suddenly be able to command a budget of tens of millions of
pounds while the Department of Housing commands none, nor will the tenant association
suddenly be able to make decisions that force members of the Department of Housing into
homelessness. These limits have an effect on the “voluntary” decisions of the tenants. If we
cannot see how their choosing is constrained, how can we understand what is happening? By
ruling out the distributional consequences and the structured asymmetries of power, we limit our
understanding.
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By unmooring the practices of power from any structures of power, governmentality theory
creates a view of power as omnipresent. Foucault says, “power is everywhere” (Foucault
1990:93). Cruikshank says that her analysis is based on the “notion that power relations are
ubiquitous” (Cruikshank 1999:2). Cruikshank is perhaps making an ironic reference to the
Hegelian conception of the notion, because her idea of power is anti-dialectical. There are not
two poles of power and resistance – there is only one pole, and it is power. There is no “outside”
of power; therefore, resistance is not the opposite of power, instead resistance too is power. If
power is ubiquitous in this sense, if every relationship is a power relationship, then it seems that
power is no longer an analytical category.

For this reason, Cruikshank cannot distinguish between a neoliberal governmentality and a social
movement. Her argument against Piven and Cloward is that for a social movement to empower
the poor as “the poor” they would be doing the government’s work for them. Since the purpose
of the War on Poverty was the creation of the category of “the poor” in order to domesticate
them, to empower the poor is just to further bind them to the limiting subjectivity imposed on
them by the War on Poverty. Dean is explicit that he wishes to problematize the view of
“emancipation as the liberation of the agency of those who are oppressed” (Dean 1999:37). For
Dean, the agency of the oppressed offers no prospects for liberation, only more governmentality.

The inability to distinguish between power and resistance can lead governmentality theory into a
questionable moral relativism. In a way, governmentality has inherited some of the same
problems in accounting for individual agency as the structural Marxism it is critiquing. Instead of
structures being determinative, discourse is determinative. In either case, human agency is not a
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meaningful part of understanding social realities and processes. The idea of the poor as passive
receptacles for colonization by one or another governmentalizing discourse leaves no room for
resistance. Whether it is a neoliberal program of governmentality or a program of
governmentality offered by an external activist, the possibility of the poor articulating and
organizing around what they define as their own interests is ruled out. In fact, none of the three
authors offer any possibilities or program for resistance.

I have argued that the application of governmentality to questions of poverty by Cruikshank,
Dean, and Hyatt is interesting but problematic. Their application of governmentality
problematizes a narrow view of power only emanating from a repressive state. It is very useful
in understanding neoliberalism as not only the roll-back of the state, but also the roll-out of new
techniques of rule, particularly self-rule. Governmentality challenges us to look at the
productive aspects of power, problematizing the binary of coercion and consent, as well as the
liberal notion of empowerment as the solution to poverty. However, these authors understate the
role of coercion and fail to demonstrate how subjectivity is inscribed by discourses and practices.
By de-linking practices of power from structures of power, power becomes so diffuse that the
concept loses much explanatory value. These authors cannot distinguish between instances
where power is “open, mobile, and reversible” and instances where it is not. Their conception of
resistance as simply more power leads to a certain cynicism about the liberatory potential of
human agency. For these reasons, governmentality comes up short as a general theory of power
that could replace liberal or Marxist theories of power. It is important to recognize that
governmentality succeeds as an insightful analysis of specific tactics of power that are
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increasingly important for anti-poverty policy under neoliberal rule, and worth noting that the
theory has grown up more or less in tandem with these policies.

Culture of Poverty and the Agency of the Poor
In the preceding two sections, we examined a couple of the most influential theories about the
potential agency of the poor in transforming society. While these intellectual traditions have
generated real insights, they also missed or intentionally ignored some of the most serious forces
arrayed against the subaltern elements in society, as well as the potential for organization, selfconsciousness, intellectualism and leadership to emerge from the struggles of the poor. The
work of James Scott, Foucault, and others in their intellectual traditions is not the only place
where the agency of the poor is left out of serious consideration.

In the introduction to the New Poverty Studies, Judith Goode and Jeff Maskovsky write that
“important aspects of poor people’s agency…have been underemphasized in much academic
literature and…are studiously ignored in mainstream public policy debates” (Goode &
Maskovsky 2001:16).

Both within the academy and beyond, one of the strongest constraining influences on how people
think about the poor is the framework of the “culture of poverty.” This position originated with
Oscar Lewis (1966, 1975, 1986) and was later championed by the political right. It asserts that
the causes of poverty are not structural but reside in the “autonomous subculture [that] exists
among the poor, one that is self-perpetuating and self-defeating” (Leacock 1981:11). One only
needs to look at current political debates about attaching work requirements to Medicaid, the
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proclamation of the war on poverty being over because the only people who are still poor are
those who refuse to work, and how programs like SNAP and LiHEAP are a drain on the
economy to realize how alive and well the culture of poverty position is in the 21st Century.
Anthropologists have made many strong intellectual arguments against this way of explaining
poverty as a phenomenon (Leacock 1981, Valentine 1968, Goode & Eames 1996). Nevertheless,
the theory remains deeply ingrained in American thinking and tends to resurface every time there
is a public discussion of poverty. Documenting the agency of the poor is a strong corrective to
the stereotypes of the culture of poverty position, and takes us past a debate where proponents of
the culture of poverty view say that poor people are lazy, crazy and stupid and we as
anthropologists say they are not. Documenting the intelligence, planning, cooperation, and hard
work of the poor necessary to do things like change the business practices of the Taco Bell
Corporation or stop the privatization of water in a city directly contradicts those stereotypes.

An example of this kind of documentation comes from the feminist intervention of Women and
the Politics of Empowerment (1988) edited by Ann Bookman and Sandra Morgen. This work
made visible within the academy the significance and political agency of community organizing.
As Ira Katznelson has shown, this has to do with how the boundaries of private and public were
constructed in American culture; work was gendered as male and home/community as female
(Katznelson 1981:19). Therefore, politics is understood narrowly as relating only to union
struggles of men at work. These interventions critiqued that divide and opened up space to be
able to look at community organization and community leadership as valid political agency, as
significant as union activity at the point of production. Given the unstable relationship of the
poor to formal employment, this recognition is essential for serious discussion of their agency.
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A number of contemporary ethnographic studies, although they attempt to analyze the agency of
the poor in new ways, drawing on Cruikshank’s use of governmentality theory, in fact re-inscribe
old culture of poverty ideas. Two examples are Anthony Marcus’ Where Have All the Homeless
Gone? (2006) and Vincent Lyon Callo’s Inequality, Poverty, and Neoliberal Governance (2004).

Anthropology professor Anthony Marcus’ book, Where Have All the Homeless Gone? The
Making and Unmaking of a Crisis, challenges us to rethink homelessness. Marcus’ work is a
contribution to not only understanding the homeless crisis of the late 1980s, but also to
understanding how homelessness faded from the public consciousness and ceased to be
discussed, even as it grew throughout the 1990s and up to today. The book tells a brief history of
homelessness in the United States, contextualizing the growth of poverty and homelessness in
the 1980s with similar growth during the Great Depression as well as the post WWII era. While
Marcus does acknowledge economic factors such as high inflation, declining wages, and job loss
in deepening poverty in the 1980s, he emphasizes the continuity of the homeless phenomenon of
the Reagan era with the skid rows, vagabonds, and hobos dating back to the 1930s. He is
interested in why the 1980s are conceived of as a “homeless crisis,” when poverty and lack of
affordable housing were not defined as such in other historical periods.

In seeking to understand what “made” and “unmade” the homeless crisis, Marcus offers an
argument about the social and political construction of homelessness. He argues, “a group of
non-white urbanites who were often lacking in some combination of proper housing, medical
care, education, and employment was reified and ethnicized into ‘the homeless’” (Marcus
2006:147). Marcus shows how the creation of “the homeless” shifted the political discussion
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away from affordable housing and underemployment towards the supposed “pathology of the
black family”: another round in the culture of poverty discourse. He asserts that instead of
asking what went wrong with housing policy, too many social scientists asked what’s wrong
with the homeless.

In his book, Marcus discusses the riots in Tompkins Square Park in 1988, the formation of the
ABC community center in 1989, and the public perception of homelessness. He gives an
account of the conflicts over urban public space and housing in this East Village/Lower East
Side neighborhood where a tent city of over 200 people, many of whom identified as homeless
or homeless activists, grew. Marcus asserts that in gentrifying neighborhoods like the Lower
East Side, the homeless served as a “populist lightening rod for many of the social anxieties”
produced by years of neoliberalism, rising rents, and economic insecurity (Marcus 2006:141).

While Marcus acknowledges that many of the actors in the events around Tompkins Square Park
“politically identified themselves as homeless” (Marcus 2006:119), his account seriously
understates the role of organized homeless people in the leadership of Tent City, particularly in
the years of struggle between the homeless and the police after the first “Battle for Tompkins
Square” in 1988, and in the construction of the ABC community center (see Casanova 1996).
Organized homeless people present an important challenge to Marcus’ critique of the discourse
of homelessness. Rather than grappling with this complexity, Marcus dismisses the agency of
self-identified homeless people as “the exception that proves the rule” (Marcus 2006:10).
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When faced with an ethnographic challenge to his theoretical commitments, Marcus, rather than
revising his theory to fit the facts, revises the facts to fit the theory. Marcus’ analogy of
homeless people serving as a passive “lightening rod” for the actions and feelings of others
leaves out the agency and energy of the homeless organizing themselves. As with Frances Fox
Piven and Richard Cloward (who’s work we will discuss in detail below), the actors that count
are the middle class housing activists, not the homeless themselves. Marcus’ choice of a shelter
as his primary ethnographic site may have influenced this perspective. While it is an important
ethnographic insight that homeless mentally ill men struggle against stereotyping, it is also true
that other homeless people, the majority of whom are not mentally ill, have reappropriated the
word homeless from a shameful stigma and turned it into a moral indictment of a society that
produces homelessness. In the tradition of governmentality theory, Marcus claims that homeless
people taking political action as ‘the homeless’ merely reify the category that traps them. Is it
not conceivable that through their agency homeless people can transform the meaning of ‘the
homeless’?

In Inequality, Poverty, and Neoliberal Governance, Anthropology professor Vincent Lyon Callo
asks the question: how do we understand the lack of organization among the homeless given
extreme material deprivation? In answering this question, Lyon Callo has also attempted to
prioritize the agency of the poor in his analysis. He asserts, “anthropological scholarship has
established [that] poor people are active agents in their lives and there is little to be gained from
understanding them as passive victims” (Lyon Callo 2004:15). His answer to his research
question and the thesis of his book is that the shelter system uses medicalized discourse to locate
the source of homelessness in individual deviancy in such a way that it produces self-governing
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homeless subjects who employ a language of self-help which precludes any analysis of larger
social structures. The shelter “industry practices produce both homeless subjects who aim to
resolve homelessness through individual strategies of self-reform and shelter staff who are
trained to manage homelessness and medicalize homeless people” (Lyon Callo 2004:15).

The subjects of his ethnographic work are “shelter staff, homeless people, shelter administrators
and local advocates,” (Lyon Callo 2004:20) but his ethnographic inquiry is unevenly applied. He
describes one of the governmentalizing practices of the shelter as, “case management meetings”
that focused on Jenny’s life history and asked her to be reflective about her personal
relationships and behaviors” (Lyon Callo 2004:70). Lyon Callo notes how the life history of
homeless shelter residents in visible and open for scrutiny in a way that the life history of shelter
staff is not. Lyon Callo, however, reproduces the asymmetrical power relations of the shelter in
his own ethnographic methodology. He scrutinizes the life history of the shelter’s homeless
residents (he dedicates an entire chapter to “Ariel’s Story”), but we never learn much about the
life history of shelter staff, shelter administrators and local advocates. In his article in the New
Poverty Studies, Lyon Callo documents the political and ideological influences on the thinking of
the shelter staff, which include, “progressive, anarchist, socialist and/or feminist political
sentiments” (Lyon Callo 2001:311). However, we never hear what influences on the thinking of
homeless people there might be other than the medicalized self-help discourse of the shelter. He
sometimes mentions that some homeless residents have a history of activism but never reports
what intellectual influences they have, what they read, or what informs their thinking about their
organizing and activism.
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Lyon Callo makes an important contribution through his documentation of the stultifying role the
shelters’ medicalized discourse of individual deviancy has on the political agency of the
homeless. He shows, in concrete ways, how “routine shelter practices serve to produce ‘the
homeless’ and homeless subjects” (Lyon Callo 2001:303). This is similar to Cruikshank’s and
Marcus’ analysis of the production of “the poor” and “the homeless.” The shelter system does
reproduce this discourse that implies the origin and solution to every problem of homelessness is
within homeless individuals themselves. Some shelters actually encourage sober and sane
people to self-identify as alcoholic or drug addicted and mentally ill in order to access services.
Lyon Callo’s basic insight is a valid one. However, he overstates his case and at times seems to
say that this discourse is the only barrier to a social movement of homeless people (Lyon Callo
2004:72). Although Lyon Callo talks about the need to include the agency of the homeless
within his ethnographic analysis, a close reading reveals a rather narrow version of that agency.

An example of this narrowness comes in Lyon Callo’s documentation of the involvement of
some shelter residents and staff in a living wage campaign. What is interesting about his account
is how he describes the initiative and origins of that action. He writes that it began with shelter
staff holding a series of discussion groups amongst themselves. As a result of these discussions
among shelter workers, “new practices began to emerge, creating discursive space for those
staying in the shelter to think and act in new ways” (Lyon Callo 2001:312). The homeless,
colonized by the medicalized discourse of the shelter, had to wait until the progressive shelter
staff “created discursive space” for them to be able to act. So the agency of this living wage
campaign was the creation of ‘discursive space’ by the shelter staff, not the homeless: the
homeless were mobilized by others. Could the ethnographer have considered additional sources
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for the homeless residents’ involvement in the living wage campaign apart from the shelter staff
discussions? What other discursive repertoires did homeless residents bring to the shelter?

Drawing on the theoretical repertoire of Gramsci provides useful insights here. What if rather
than seeing the medicalized discourse of the shelter as seamless and total, we considered it a
hegemonic discourse that exists within a field of contending discursive possibilities? For
instance, Lyon Callo quotes one homeless person describing the shelter by saying, “They’re
functioning as ‘poverty pimps,’ taking all that fucking money to fix us poor homeless people”
(Lyon Callo 2004:170). It would be instructive to explore how this homeless person came to this
analysis. By drawing on the Gramscian notion of “common sense,” we could understand the
concept of poverty pimps as part of an indigenous critique of the sheltering industry. How could
an activist ethnographer work with elements of “common sense” to make “good sense”? What
ideas and experiences give rise to the analysis of the poverty pimp? Looking at this as a
potential element of a counter-hegemonic discourse would allow room for the intellectual agency
of the homeless, rather than assuming their near complete subjection to the medicalized
discourse of the shelter.

The living wage campaign quickly ran into trouble. As soon as “these nascent social movements
moved into actual practices aimed at challenging inequalities, shelter administrators, those
funding the shelter, and local politicians became quite upset” and quickly closed down those
efforts (Lyon Callo 2001:314). Lyon Callo also documents that homeless residents who
attempted to organize were quickly kicked out of the shelter by shelter staff. So, although he
mentions the coercive role of being expelled from the shelter or having the shelter’s funding
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revoked, he does not analyze these realities or attempt to integrate them into his theoretical
apparatus. Like the writers discussed above, and those we’ll discuss below, Lyon Callo
underestimates the role of coercive force in answering his question about the lack of organized
resistance among the homeless.

In addition to the theoretical limitations of both Marcus and Lyon Callo share, there is a common
methodological problem. Both ethnographers served as staff within social service organizations
while doing their ethnographic research. Neither adequately considers the asymmetrical power
relationships inherent in such an arrangement. In one case, Lyon Callo actually reported
information, shared with him by one of his interviewees, that resulted in a disciplinary action
from the shelter (Lyon Callo 2004: 59). Being simultaneously in the role of disciplinarian and
ethnographer is not likely to yield frank and accurate information. Perhaps this is another reason
why both ethnographers had trouble locating the agency of homeless people.

Organizing to End Poverty
Even when we move beyond the academy and into the realm of political practice, the most
widespread ideas about how to address poverty are still characterized by highly circumscribed
conceptions of poor people’s agency and capacities. Saul Alinsky remains one of the most
influential thinkers on community organizing in the United States. Some of the numerous
organizations in the Alinsky tradition include: the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF), DART,
PICO, the Gamaliel Foundation, and the former ACORN network, including New York
Communities for Change (NYCC) and the Alliance of Californians for Community
Empowerment (ACCE). If one is going to theorize about the possibility of social transformation
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and the role of those most impacted by poverty in the process, some attention must be paid to the
influence of Saul Alinsky.

Alinsky explicitly rejected ideology and social movements in favor of building local
organizations to campaign for small “winnable” concessions. He imagined that an accumulation
of small concessions, such as winning a stop sign on a busy intersection where there had been
numerous traffic accidents, would be sufficient to build and maintain commitment to the cause.
A consequence of this approach, in both Alinsky’s thinking and practice, is to deny the
importance of anything beyond the most basic political education and leadership development of
people the ranks of those most affected by the problems they are organizing against. One IAF
slogan is “no permanent allies, no permanent enemies.” This reflects both a pragmatic concern
to work with allies across political lines and a strategic/philosophical orientation, that “there are
no fundamental irreconcilable conflicts between groups, and that our political institutions are
ultimately open and accessible to all” (Warren 2001:33).

The Alinsky tradition is pragmatic both in its language and in its methodology. For Alinsky,
democracy and pragmatism are inextricably linked. The ideological character of democratic
pragmatism comes through clearly in the context of a diatribe against ideology more generally:
The world is deluged with panaceas, formulas, proposed laws, machineries, ways
out and myriads of solutions. It is significant and tragic that almost every one of
these proposed plans and alleged solutions deals with the structure of society, but
none concerns the substance itself – the people. This despite the eternal truth of
the democratic faith that the solution always lies with the people (Alinsky
1989:40).

146

Alinsky wrote a great deal about the process of gaining credibility and legitimacy within a
community (something he had a great talent for), but was largely unconcerned about the power
dynamics between himself and local leadership. In Reveille for Radicals (1989) he turns his
outsider status into a kind of necessity:
In order to be part of all, you must be part of none. In dealing with the
innumerable rivalries, fears, jealousies, and suspicions within a community the
organizer will discover that not only must his own moral standing and behavior be
impeccable, but also that he cannot enjoy the confidence – even to a limited
degree – of all other groups as long as he is personally identified with one or two
of the community agencies (Alinsky 1989:187).
Even personal friendships may get in the way of the neutrality required of an organizer (Alinsky
1989:188-9). The figure of the organizer, however heroic as a catalyst and teacher, is somehow
also one with no social standing; even with Alinsky (perhaps not surprisingly giving his
expansive personality) we see that there are conflicts of interest, personality, and power between
organizers and leaders. Horwitt (1989) tells of ongoing tension and authority issues between
Alinsky and Joe Meegan, leader and co-founder of the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council.
The idea of an outside organizer stands opposed to the democratic principles so strongly
embraced by Alinsky and other organizers within this tradition: it is a specific threat to the ability
of the poor and marginalized to gain organizational and political power. Within a diverse, broadbased coalition, their interests and voices are already precarious (given their lack of certain kinds
of resources such as money, connections, and education). The interpersonal power dynamics
between paid organizers and other potential leaders have potential to stifle the growth,
development, and creative power of indigenous leadership from marginalized groups –
development that the experiences documented in the previous chapter show to be possible.
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The IAF was founded in the crucible of Chicago city politics, at a time when dense networks of
social institutions like churches and athletic clubs were clustered around factories in urban
centers. Today, our economic and political systems seldom evoke the same intensity of
involvement; factory jobs have declined, and with them labor unions and urban neighborhoods;
and the neighborhood parishes of the 1930’s are being replaced by churches that market to
certain aesthetic or cultural niches, particularly evangelical and Pentecostal religion. So we must
question the application of this model to communities today, and evaluate it as a theory and a
prescription for practice that has its origin a particular historical moment.

One of the central weaknesses of the Alinsky model is that it relies too heavily on paid
professional organizers to be the decision-making force – they do not raise up leaders within the
communities they organize, the type of leaders who can sustain and grow and develop more
leaders. In my experience with Alinsky-inspired organizations, the communities have tended to
look towards the paid organizers to set the agenda, while the members of the organization were
left to give testimonials to their suffering and show up at the protests. IAF-type groups do
provide a certain type of training for their members – a sort of basic training in community
organizing tactics. But they are opposed to drawing the connections between local struggles and
larger systemic inequalities, foreclosing any ability to scale up the small concessions into
building real power.

Piven and Cloward and Poor People’s Movements
Alinsky’s approach to organization among the poor is one of the influences on Frances Fox
Piven and Richard Cloward’s work, which itself may represent the most pervasive set of ideas in
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progressive academic literature about poor people’s movements and the agency of the poor.
Piven and Cloward’s book Regulating the Poor (1972) is a compelling account of the function of
public relief within the context of the political economy of the Fordist welfare state. They argue
that welfare has little to do with the beneficence of the federal government, and everything to do
with the question of social control. They document how welfare provision goes through periods
of expansion, with more generous relief and higher welfare rolls, and contraction, where benefits
are cut and the welfare rolls slashed. These phases correspond to the two main functions of
welfare: “maintaining civil order and enforcing work” (Piven and Cloward 1972:xv).

In periods of economic growth and political stability, welfare functions to regulate labor. Piven
and Cloward note that market incentives are the weakest among the poor, who have access only
to the lowest-paid employment, and the welfare system serves to buttress those incentives. In
Marxist terms, welfare can be seen as a way to manage the reserve army of labor so as to keep
downward pressure on all wages. They also point out that the systematic humiliation and
degradation of the poor by relief workers is not an arbitrary occurrence, but an inherent part of
the welfare system: “harsh relief practices also maintain work norms by evoking the image of the
shamed pauper for all, especially the able-bodied poor, to see and shun” (Piven and Cloward
1972, 177). Thus, in periods of economic growth, welfare serves to regulate labor by reinforcing
market incentives both economically and ideologically.

In periods of economic crisis, welfare serves a different function. Piven and Cloward take the
Great Depression as an example. When the economy went into crisis, unemployment and
destitution spread. This mass unemployment led to outbreaks of disruptive protest and electoral
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challenges to the social system, which forced the government to respond. The New Deal
programs expanded welfare as a way to grant small concessions that served to restore order.
Then as disruptive protest subsided, those programs were cut. Significantly, it is not the mere
occurrence of mass unemployment that causes welfare to expand, but the force of social
movements:
The spread of destitution itself was no great force; for a considerable period to time
elites remained aloof from the suffering in their midst. But then the destitute
became volatile, and unrest spread throughout the country. It was only when these
conditions, in turn, produced a massive electoral convulsion that government
responded (Piven and Cloward 1972:76-77).
Piven and Cloward have made great contributions to documenting the role of social movements
of the poor in making history in the United States. They convincingly argue that the disruptive
social protests of the poor were essential to the creation of both the New Deal and the Great
Society programs. However, a close reading of Regulating the Poor as well as their 1977 book
Poor People’s Movements: Why They Succeed and How They Fail reveals a number of
limitations to their analysis.

First, although Piven and Cloward have documented the impact of social movements of the poor
in the United States, their analysis leaves little room for the agency and leadership of the poor
themselves. The poor are at no point represented as having their own initiative, strategies, or
analysis of the situation they face. Although Piven and Cloward are among the few to write
histories of the welfare rights movement in the United States, they argue that the welfare rights
movement did not originate from the poor themselves, but “was largely stimulated by the federal
government through its Great Society programs” (Piven and Cloward 1972:248). They go on to
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claim that, “most of the groups originated in antipoverty agencies, but some had been organized
by churchmen, others by civil rights activists, and still others by Students for a Democratic
Society” (Piven and Cloward 1972:322). They do not look at the struggles of grassroots activists
such as Johnnie Tillmon from Arkansas and Watts or Annie Smart from Louisiana who were
both poor mothers themselves and important leaders and initiators of the movement.

Second, Piven and Cloward’s analysis of the civil rights movement parallels their analysis of the
welfare rights movement. For them, it was the “new black middle class…who launched the
‘direct action’ phase of the civil rights struggle, attracting thousands of followers, black and
white” (Piven and Cloward 1972:233). While this view was not unique to Piven and Cloward at
the time, more recent scholarship on the civil rights movement, including Dittmer (1994), Payne
(1995), and Theoharis and Woodard (2005), has called this analysis into question by
documenting the myriad local grassroots struggles of the poor that made profound contributions
to the movement’s development. This is important because if one’s understanding of historical
social movements is limited to a model of a middle-class movement dominated by a few
charismatic male leaders, one may not recognize a social movement when one sees it today.
Third, Piven and Cloward offer a prescriptive view of what type of organization social
movements of the poor should form, and what types of activities they should engage in. They
criticize the National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO) for deviating from their strategy
paper Mobilizing the Poor: How it Can be Done. In that paper, they called for focusing all
activity towards flooding the welfare rolls, which would create a budget crisis and then “mayors
and governors would call upon the federal government with increasing insistency to establish a
federally financed minimum income” (Piven and Cloward 1972:321).
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They accused NWRO of spending too much of their time fighting for the organization’s own
members, and not enough carrying out their strategy of flooding the welfare rolls with new
recipients: “NWRO, however, has generally considered it more important to build up its
membership rolls than to build up the welfare rolls (on the dubious premise that poor people can
develop political power through permanent membership organizations)” (Piven and Cloward
1972:327). The title of their strategy paper “Mobilizing the Poor” reveals a great deal. The poor
are a largely passive mass—bodies to be “mobilized” to temporarily disrupt society in order to
gain concessions. Piven and Cloward’s greatest hope, “a federally financed minimum income,”
was something that even Richard Nixon could agree with. Any kind of fundamental change is
dismissed out of hand.

Piven and Cloward also call for a particular division of labor in their normative theory of poor
people’s movements. The theory and strategy of the movement is the job of intellectuals such as
themselves. The organizing should be left to paid professionals from the middle class. The only
role left for the poor is to spontaneously react, and have their reaction mobilized by the
organizers and intellectuals. This conception treats the poor as objects to be mobilized by others,
not subjects that participate in, let alone lead, the process of creating the strategies, thinking, and
organizing projects. This view of the poor as objects of the well-intentioned interventions of
others serves to reinforce the stereotypes of the culture of poverty.

Finally, Piven and Cloward greatly underestimate the role of repressive force as an alternative to
concessions as an effective means of social control. In Piven and Cloward’s histories of the
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government response to disruptive protest in the 1930’s and 1960’s, there is no mention of the
overwhelming violence directed at those protests by the police and National Guard. Instead of
seeing the process of restoring order as one of both the carrot (concessions) and the stick (state
violence), Piven and Cloward focus exclusively on concessions as the means of restoring order.
This perhaps led them to underestimate the role of repressive force in resolving the crisis of
spiraling federal welfare costs as well as aiming too low in their liberation goals.

However “dubious” Piven and Cloward found the premise that the poor can fight for political
power through permanent membership organizations, they could have looked to Central America
to see the poor fighting for and eventually winning political power in Nicaragua. Piven and
Cloward offer no reasons to believe that similar processes could not develop in the United States.
And while they cannot be blamed for failing to foresee the dramatic neoliberal turn in United
States policy, it is clear that their strategy to “flood the rolls” backfired and had precisely the
opposite effect from the one they intended. Instead of leading to a dramatic expansion of
benefits, as they envisioned, it became a pretext for the elimination of the entitlement to public
relief with 1996’s “welfare reform” law. The neoliberal response, in the funding of the prisonindustrial complex, and the theory and practice of community and quality-of-life policing, has
managed to preempt and contain disruptive protest while simultaneously sharply limiting
concessions of any kind.

The Johnnie Tillmon Model of the Poor Organizing the Poor
Putting the agency of the poor at the center of analysis has implications for understanding
poverty, poor people’s movements, and the production of knowledge. Following Freire, I think
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that the praxis of the poor engaged in trying to change society is a very important site of
knowledge production (Freire 1990:120). Freire points out that too often, there is a division of
labor where the poor do and the academics think, or the poor are asked to give a testimonial and
the academics present the analysis. But poor people are making their own analysis, and their
movements have consistently generated and refined theory throughout history.

Piven, Cloward and other social scientists critique membership-based organizations of the poor,
and the ways those organization devote resources to political education for the poor, as
misguided. In their view organization will only blunt the spontaneous outbursts of the poor and
be more likely to be coopted by parliamentary types of approaches. But many members and
leaders of the NWRO did not agree with this analysis. In fact, many of the poor Black women in
NWRO ascribed to an entirely different organizing philosophy, championed by Johnnie Tillmon.
Tillmon was a poor black welfare organizer from Arkansas who moved to Watts, and served as
the Executive Director of the National Welfare Rights Organization from 1972-1975. Willie
Baptist writes about Tillmon and other welfare rights activists,
On the one side, you had the welfare recipients who were arguing that they
themselves should assume leadership of this process—determining the allocation
of money, targets, tactics, and so on. They argued that those decisions should
come from the women who were facing the problems and were directly affected.
This was the position of Johnnie Tillmon, the first president of the National
Welfare Rights Organization. She had been part of a group of welfare
recipients—poor mothers—who came together and organized themselves out of
the Watts uprising to form the Anonymous Mothers of Watts. On the other side,
Cloward and Fox Piven argued that the poor were too poor to organize. Poor
people’s organizations could never get the clout necessary to offer economic
benefits for their members, like the unions. To devote their energies and meager
resources for organizing efforts was to forfeit energies that should have gone into
disruption. In my reading of them, Cloward and Fox Piven relegated the poor, for
the most part, to the role and function of disrupters, while the leadership of that
process would be passed on to the middle-class intellectuals through which the
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interests of the upper class and their two-party system would dominate (Baptist
and Rehmann 2011:151).
In an important pamphlet jointly drafted by members of the National Welfare Rights Union’s
Annie Smart Leadership Development Institute and other members of the Up & Out of Poverty
Now! Campaign in 1991, Marian Kramer, President of the National Welfare Rights Union,
outlined the key aspects of their shared analysis and strategy:
The uniqueness of the National Welfare Rights Organization was that AfroAmerican women began to emerge in leadership roles…We made a difference
through our organized struggles to change the welfare department. We got jobs,
education, etc. But now we are no longer needed to produce. We have witnessed
production shifts from manufacturing to electronics. Our country can produce for
the world, and yet we have homelessness, hunger, and unemployment.
We know the government uses drugs to regulate our working class. We know our
children are undereducated and killed in the streets. We know that certain
elements on the right and on the left are attempting to keep us divided…
We must understand strategies and tactics to obtain our overall goal to come UP
AND OUT OF POVERTY NOW. We know poverty has no color and any attempt
by certain mis-leaders to paint it black must be counteracted. We have been
labeled as the underclass and not as part of the working class. We have witnessed
the judicial, legislative and executive branches of the government attacking our
living standards…. We, the victims of poverty, must lead because we know our
fight is the foundation of the working class fight today (Kramer 1991:4-5).
The Up and Out of Poverty Now! Bill of Rights contains a similar observation: “The history of
this country is replete with examples of social problems being brought to a successful conclusion
only when led by those Americans most victimized by the problems.” This assessment is what
led the Up and Out of Poverty Now! organizations to adopt the ‘Johnnie Tillmon Model’ of
organizing. In this model, contrary to Piven and Cloward’s top-down prescriptions, the
impoverished and homeless were seen as the necessary leadership base of the movement to end
poverty. It also insisted that while attempting to build an independent financial base among its
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members, the movement to end poverty had to address immediate needs of the impoverished,
ideally through cooperative projects of survival that ultimately serve as ‘bases of operation’ for
the larger struggle (Kramer 1991:22).

In constructing a model for organization and leadership development, two strategic political
principles provided guidance, namely: “1) Poverty victims must be at the forefront of the
struggle to end poverty; and 2) you only get what you are organized to take.” This, in turn,
informed the ‘five main interdependent ingredients of organizing,’ as outlined in the 1990
pamphlet The Methods of Building Leadership and Organization from the Annie Smart
Leadership Development Institute. These ingredients, in brief, were described as: teams of
indigenous organizers to identify and organize around issues on which people are prepared to
act; bases of operation often associated with projects of survival (first pioneered by the Black
Panthers in the Free Breakfast for Children Program and Free Health Clinics); mutual support
networks with wide-ranging allies; internal and external lines of communication; and nationally
connected cores of leaders trained in political consciousness and strategy able to unite diverse
but related struggles. Notably, these principles and ingredients are drawn directly from and
illustrated with the experiences and lessons of the NUH (ASLDI 1990).

The leadership, strategic analysis, and political strategy of poor Black women leaders in the
welfare rights movement, like Johnnie Tillmon, Annie Smart, and Marian Kramer are entirely
erased from Piven and Cloward’s account, and almost all of the subsequent scholarship. Only
one side of the split within the welfare rights movement, the side that had access to resources,
academic respectability, and publishers, was allowed to tell their story. The other side, of poor
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Black women’s leadership, which continues to this day to have a deep influence on organizing
traditions in the United States, has been silenced. This is why this dissertation attempts to
document untold stories of the poor organizing and unsung heroes of a new Poor People’s
Campaign. It also suggests that theoretical breakthroughs and technological innovation are
coming from the poor, which inform projects like Reading Marx’s Capital with David Harvey.
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Chapter Four: Viral Marx: Reading Capital Online with David Harvey
I came to the CUNY Graduate Center to reflect on decades of organizing among the poor and
dispossessed and to attempt to analyze that experience. I was aware of Professor David Harvey’s
semester-long class on reading Volume I of Marx’s Capital, which was already well-known. As
a student in the class in 2003, I was struck by the insight of Professor Harvey’s open and
nonsectarian reading of Capital and started thinking about how to make that more accessible.
The classes were very popular; and although they were large for graduate-level courses, he was
still only able to reach a few hundred students at a time. I was thinking about my comrades
working in grassroots organizations around the U.S. and globally who didn’t have the
opportunity to attend graduate school but could benefit greatly from being able to participate in
something like this.

At first I thought that this would be a boutique project for a small audience of scholars and
activists. At that time, long form video was not known for being particularly popular on the web.
Especially when we launched in 2008, the average length of a YouTube video was about three or
four minutes and people usually stopped watching them between a minute-and-a-half and the
two-and-a-half-minute mark. So, the idea of very long form video met with a certain amount of
skepticism at the time. But since the website went live in June 2008, it has received more than
four and a half million pageviews according to Google Analytics.52 The website’s geographic
reach has been impressive, reaching 224 countries.

52

Google defines a pageview as “an instance of a web page being loaded (or reloaded) in a browser”.
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We made the decision to use free and open source tools and host the lectures on a simple
WordPress website, made available for free using a Creative Commons license. The
davidharvey.org website hosts multiple RSS feeds, which make the videos and audio of the
courses available in non-proprietary formats so that anyone with an RSS reader can retrieve the
content without being locked in to using either Apple’s iTunes or the Google Play network
(although it is available on those networks as well). The RSS feeds also allow for syndication of
David Harvey’s content across many different websites and apps, enabling an even wider
audience to have access. Once RSS feeds are established, when new content becomes available
it is automatically updated throughout these wide networks without any further human
intervention.

The courses and other online content are made available with Creative Commons licenses which
allow people to use as well as edit and remix the content as long as they maintain an attribution
to David Harvey. This makes it possible for other content creators to pull out interesting
highlights from the lectures and provide commentary on them, and otherwise creatively remix
the material for their educational and creative purposes, without fear of violating restrictive
copyright protections. Audio and video from the David Harvey lectures has been incorporated
into other YouTube videos as well as electronic dance music, films and art installations.

Online discussion boards, listservs and even hashtags have played key roles in the taking up and
promotion of the Reading Marx’s Capital lecture series. There are dozens of online
communities that have engaged with the lecture series including discussion boards like
urban75.net, metamute.org, ign.com, revleft.org, and somethingawful.com. ReadingCapital.org
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was an innovative online discussion space created for the course by former Macaulay
Instructional Technology Fellow and blogger Jim Groom. This hand-coded site hosted a unique
combination of discussion forums, a collaborative blog, a collection of user-submitted RSS feeds
related to the course, a wiki, and an experimental threaded Twitter-like discussion space.

The most heavily trafficked online discussion board is Reddit, which is the third most visited
website in the United States and sixth most visited in the world. Founded in 2005, it features
user-curated content aggregated from news and other sites and hosts discussion about that
content. The social behavior of user ratings determines the visibility of an item on Reddit rather
than an artificial intelligence algorithm like Google or Facebook. This means that highly
motivated fan communities working in concert, although geographically dispersed throughout
the world, are able to promote visibility for their passions on Reddit in a way that the algorithms
of the big tech firms would never allow.53 Several Reddit communities, called subreddits, took
up and debated the Reading Marx’s Capital online course and were an important vector in the
promotion of the course to wider audiences. Links to David Harvey courses are still routinely
posted by Reddit users and subreddits have been dedicated to groups of people around the world
watching and discussing the Capital lectures together.

Non-commercial mirror sites have also played an important role in the wide distribution of the
lectures. Mirror websites hosted on servers in different nations around the globe ensure that
other avenues of distribution of the lectures exists even if the davidharvey.org website were to go

This openness of course allows Reddit to be gamed by organized Internet operations either of public relations
firms or government intelligence agencies.
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down due to a cyber-attack or legal action.54 Each time a mirror site is set up or a torrent is
seeded, it represents a small act of digital solidarity by someone who neither David Harvey nor I
have met or interacted with but has contributed to the accessibility of the course. One of the
most important mirror sites is The Internet Archive, hosted at Archive.org. The Internet Archive
is a digital library that promotes “universal access to all knowledge” as well as a free and open
Internet. All of the video and audio files for each class are available for free in fifteen different
video and audio file formats. These formats are accessible across a wide range of hardware and
software, not just PC and Mac, including a high-quality, large file size video suitable for
projection, which is not available in either Apple’s iTunes or the Google Play stores. This is an
important non-commercial mirror site for the David Harvey lectures, which helps insure that they
will continue to be available for free in perpetuity regardless of the decisions of YouTube or
Vimeo’s corporate management. The files are also mirrored on numerous open FTP servers and
seeded across many file sharing services including as torrents (a file sharing service which is
popular for downloading movies and television series). The idea of “re-commoning,” or
resisting the restrictive framework of copyright and platform monopolies and the broader
intellectual property regime - via open formats, free access to content, and Creative Commons
and other types of licensing - is consistent with the values of the lecture series.55

The innovative digital projects I have described were part of what Jonathan Zittrain calls “the
generative net,” the creative, chaotic culture of the early days of the Internet. As Zittrain has

The davidharvey.org website has been the subject of distributed denial of service attacks that have forced the
website offline for several days at a time.
55
The Reading Marx’s Capital online project owes a debt to Aaron Swartz. He was a co-author of both RSS (Really
Simple Syndication) and Creative Commons as well as a co-founder of Reddit.com and a contributor to Archive.org.
Aaron Swartz coordinated a massive project that liberated almost a million Google digitized books into the public
domain on Archive.org.
54

161

documented, the generative net is in danger of being destroyed by a network of “tethered sterile
appliances,” produced by the large tech firms, which appeal to users’ convenience (Zittrain 2008:
8). Pursuing a strategy of making the lectures maximally accessible meant embracing the
contradictions of hosting lectures on Marx’s Capital on proprietary platforms that are based on a
model of surveillance capitalism like Google Video, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and Apple
iTunes, among others. This meant that sometimes the videos were unilaterally removed first by
Google Video, which closed when Google acquired YouTube, and second when Blip.tv
suddenly, after hosting the course videos for five years, decided they were in violation of terms
of service which they refused to explain. We decided these setbacks and tradeoffs were worth it
because of the potential audiences afforded by being available across multiple platforms, both
proprietary and non-proprietary.

Part of the viral success of Reading Marx’s Capital was at first dozens, later hundreds and
perhaps thousands of local and virtual communities reading Capital together along with
watching or listening to the lectures in a group and contributing to the project in various ways.
This success was both a social phenomenon and a technical one. The combination of the
digitization of media and the Internet allows for the cost of replication and distribution of the
lecture series to be reduced to almost zero. At the same time, the Internet allows these non-local
communities of interest to concretely collaborate to use and promote the courses, and create
derivative works, in ways that contribute to building a wider audience.

Much of the technical infrastructure on which the Reading Marx’s Capital project (and the
Internet itself) depends was developed by the free software movement. Christopher Kelty
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describes the free software movement as a “recursive public” that is “constituted for a shared
concern for maintaining the means of association through which they come together as a public”
(Kelty 2008: 28). Analogous to how David Harvey describes the dynamic of how we make our
cities and our cities make us and to Paulo Freire’s idea that we make the road by walking, the
recursive public that developed the infrastructure that allowed this project to come to be is also a
model of the type of self-organization possible in the age of the Internet. The community that
uses the Reading Marx’s Capital project can itself be understood as a recursive public in that not
only consumes the lectures but hosts and promotes mirrors, translates content, remixes it, and
engages with it and each other in many other ways.

At the same time as promoting the video series, we attempted to drive traffic to the website by
publishing original articles by Professor Harvey, which serve as supplemental material for the
online course. Many of these articles were exclusive to the website and weren’t available in a
newspaper or journal. We experienced spikes in pageviews concurrent with the publication of
almost all of these articles. The first big spike came after we published a short article about why
the U.S. stimulus was bound to fail, which was around the time when Obama’s stimulus program
was being debated (Harvey 2009a). The second spike, and two smaller spikes shortly after,
represented a very lively debate with a liberal economist by the name of Brad DeLong who
critiqued that article (DeLong 2009). While preferring to keep moving forward rather than
debating past work, David responded with an article questioning the value of neoclassical
economics in light of the global economic crisis, and describing the limitations of those
theoretical and analytical tools (Harvey 2009b). The third big spike came after we published an
article about commemorating May Day at a time when there was a wave of social unrest
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happening, particularly in the U.K. (Harvey 2011a). Another spike in traffic occurred with the
posting of an article called “Feral Capitalism Hits the Streets” which also analyzed some of the
youth rebellions that were happening at the U.K at the time (Harvey 2011b). In every one of
these cases, the site reached well beyond the usual suspects of the left. Relating the concepts of
Capital to more topical debates in the daily news cycle allowed the website to build its baseline
traffic over time and to break into these public debates.

We have an email feedback form on the site and regularly receive emails from around the world
from people who are using the courses. A particularly impactful message reads, “I’m living in
the West Bank. I don’t have access to higher education but I got together with some friends and
we’ve gone through this; this has changed my life.” We have received hundreds of similar
messages from people who were inspired by the lectures to form reading groups in their
community or online (or in some cases both). Two of the most common kinds of people we hear
from are those who have little or no access to studying political economy, and those who have
attended college or graduate school and are looking for a serious engagement with Marx but
unable to find it elsewhere. The hundreds or thousands of Capital reading groups the course has
inspired have been an important contributor to the resurgence of interest in Marx.

The rest of this chapter captures a dialogue between Professor Harvey and myself and begins to
explain how the Reading Capital project is a culmination of many years of experience with
popular education and educational technology both in the context of community organizing and
higher education.
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Setting up Reading Marx’s Capital
David:

I want to ask you a question about how this project got started. When I came here
I started teaching Capital, and unlike Johns Hopkins in the mid 1990s, there
seemed to be a growing audience for it. We ended up doing it on the eighth floor
with about 100 people. And it was around then that you came to me and said,
“Look, we should put this online.” Why did you do that?

Chris:

Well, of course your class on Capital had a reputation: Not only grad students but
various lefties and grassroots organizers were aware that this was happening.
Actually the year before I came to the Graduate Center, I registered for the course
through the Brecht Forum and it was one of the times you were teaching in the
eighth-floor cafeteria, and it was completely full. People were standing, lining the
walls on both sides, and people were excited.

Both the hacking and hardcore punk subcultures that shaped my teen years had a
strong D.I.Y. (do it yourself) ethos I internalized. I had already used the skills I
learned as a hacker to solving problems with grassroots organizers. And I brought
some of those lessons from decades of community organizing work into this
project. The lessons I learned from organizing the poor and dispossessed
suggested the possibility of building community online and using the tools of
information technology for collaboration and strategic study and analysis. Years
of working with resourceful but under-resourced organizations and people had
taught the need to connect with the broadest groups of people and seed the
greatest number of possibilities in the hopes that some would bear fruit. I learned
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that the nexus of unique compelling content with the distributed communication
of the Internet can result in viral breakthroughs.
I had also been thinking for several years specifically about educational
technology from a D.I.Y. and free and open source software perspective with the
gifted community of Instructional Technology Fellows at Macaulay Honors
College. The free software movement grew out of the hacker culture of the 1970s
and advocates the freedom to study, modify, and share software with others
(Stallman 2002). It stands in opposition to proprietary software that is focused on
rent extraction and surveillance of users rather than a model of collaborative
problem solving.
In the hardcore punk community in the 1980s many of the concert venues were
organized by fans - some legal, some extra-legal. The fan-made zines and fliers
were the main channel of communication. Records were pressed locally in small
batches. There was an alignment of form and content – the way it was made
purported the values it stood for. There is a certain integrity when the form and
content are aligned. So, when thinking about making the Reading Marx’s Capital
available online, in keeping with its ethos, I decided to pursue a commons based
distribution that embraced principles of a free software and a free and open
Internet.
I nagged you for, I think a year, before we did this. I started floating the idea. I
became more aggressive about bugging you about it, and in the end, it happened
very quickly. I think it had to do with a plan for CUNY TV to film the class that
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fell through at the last minute, so we scrambled to assemble a team and to do it. It
wasn't well planned but we filmed it and produced the online course and have
been going ever since.
David:

I didn't want CUNY to have rights over this. I wanted independence, so I said I
didn't want to go with CUNY TV, which is why that collapsed. And I think you
said we could just set up a website and do it independently, and that seemed like a
good idea to me.
And how many students were involved in the project?

Chris:

There were three CUNY graduate students (Chris Caruso, Chris Grove, Rachel
Goffe), two New York filmmaker/activists with the Media College of the
University of the Poor (Chris Nizza, Dara Kell) and five organizers from the
Media Mobilizing Project of Philadelphia (Erika Almiron, Desi Burnette, Nijmie
Dzurinko, Shivaani Selvaraj, Phil Wider) who did the filming. It was a plurality
of poor women of color who took the public train up here and bring some of the
equipment, because they felt like this needed to get out to the communities they
were organizing in.

David:

Well, this goes back a little bit to the fact that the autodidact tradition has not
entirely disappeared. It is located very much in black communities and other
circles: There's very well-read people coming out of community work. And it's
very interesting, I had criticisms on the academic side that I'm far too
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sophisticated for low-income people to understand me, and one of the arguments
I've made is they're being very patronizing about intelligent people out there are.
My view has always been that you should simplify, but not get simplistic, and that
if you don't have some challenges in there, then you're not doing your job right.
But it's got to be challenges which are surmountable, as opposed to
insurmountable language, which a lot of people on the left do resort to.
I think this is actually a very important point to make. I shouldn't say that the
situation is entirely different from when Marx was writing, because there are
elements of what he was looking at that are with us today.
Chris:

To make the videos more visually interesting, we chose to shoot with a twocamera set-up. We borrowed two professional grade camera kits with tripods and
both shock mounted microphones and a wireless lapel microphone. We also used
a separate digital audio recorder to have redundant audio in case of any technical
problems. We opted for a more produced look than MIT’s Open Courseware
which just typically will have a single static camera at the back of the room
without much editing. Partly we were thinking about short attention spans on the
Internet.
And then it was a long process to get it edited, because we did it with two
cameras, so we had something like 55 hours of footage that had to be edited. I
worked with the editor, Chris Nizza, to streamline and avoid repetition, especially
the question/answer segments at the end. And questions where students were
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talking to try to impress you, or just demonstrate their learning, rather than to ask
a real question, I tended to cut those. That just drove me crazy in my experience
at Penn, and it was one of the best things about coming to CUNY: people raised
their hand and they often actually had a question; it wasn't like a performance
piece.

We’ve made the course lectures available in different file formats, both video and
audio, including as MOV, MP4, M4V, MP3 and OGG files. The files are
available not just on davidharvey.org but are mirrored on many different websites,
FTP servers, and torrents across the world. The videos are available on videostreaming services including YouTube, Vimeo, and archive.org. The lectures are
also available as both a video and audio podcast on Apple iTunes, Google Play,
and generic XML podcast. Because of the very distributed way that we’ve
encouraged the lectures to go free on the Internet, it’s actually harder to put
quantitative numbers on how many people are using it. We can tell, for instance,
how many visits the website has had, and how many have watched the videos on
YouTube and Vimeo, but we’re not able to quantify the views beyond that. That’s
by design in that we wanted that to be very open and accessible.
Editing the question and answer part considerably slowed the rollout, so they
eventually came out, one at a time, a few weeks in between each one. This was
also partly a deliberate strategy to build interest in the course and promote each
class individually, rather than waiting and releasing them all at once.
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The interesting thing was that the global financial collapse happened at about the
same time. Obviously, none of us could have planned for that, but I think that
context had a role in why this was taken up, why people would even give this the
time of day.
One of the most unexpected aspects of this process grew organically from people
wondering if there were translations of the lectures available. Shortly after the
videos went live, we began to get requests of “I’m not a native English speaker, is
there any chance we could get this translated?” And at first we said, “we have no
budget to hire translators. We would love to but I don’t know.” And we started
to get more people emailing the site. They would say, “This is so valuable, I’d
volunteer to translate this” and again, we didn’t quite know what to do with them.
But then we hit upon this solution of creating a wiki in 2011. It is located at
www.Harvey-Capital-Lectures.wikidot.com.
I first used the machine generated transcriptions that YouTube automatically
produced, and copied them, along with the time codes, into the wiki. The first
round of volunteers watched the videos alongside the machine transcription and
corrected the mistakes. Once we had an accurate transcription with time codes, I
copied those into individual language pages. Volunteers would then translate as
much or as little as they cared to contribute. Some literally translated a single
sentence, and some translated whole classes. Others would review their
translation and make corrections, and sometimes debates would ensue about how
to properly translate a sentence or phrase.
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As of this conversation, 938 people had created accounts to contribute to the wiki
as volunteers to translate the Volume I lectures into 48 languages: Albanian,
Arabic, Bangla, Brazilian Portuguese, Bulgarian, Catalan, Chinese, Croatian,
Danish, Dutch, Estonian, Farsi, Finnish, French, Galician, Georgian, German,
Greek, Haitian Creole, Hindi, Hungarian, Icelandic, Indonesian, Italian, Japanese,
Korean, Latvian, Macedonian, Malay, Malayalam, Marathi, Persian, Polish,
Portuguese, Punjabi, Russian, Serbian, Slovak, Slovene, Swahili, Spanish,
Swedish, Tamil, Telugu, Thai, Turkish, Urdu, and Vietnamese. These
translations are in various stages of completion. Each time a class becomes
available with subtitles in a new language, a new audience for the lectures is
opened up. This unexpected and unplanned for crowdsourced translation project
has greatly contributed to the reach of this project.
These translations are at various stages of completion and various levels of
participation. Anyone can sign up for the wiki and they simply replace a line of
English with a line of whatever language. Some people contribute five minutes
and translate a few lines, and we never hear from them again. Some people will
spend months coming back to the site and doing it more and more. Different
languages have different varieties of how large the group is, how contentious they
are about translation choices.
To access these translations, one presses the YouTube CC button twice to see the
language options. In real time, you can switch to whatever language is available
for viewing. This has greatly expanded the reach of the lectures, and each time
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another translation goes online it opens up another audience for these lectures.
The lectures continue to have a really remarkable staying power online.

Teaching Marx and Capital in context, and other pedagogical considerations
Chris:

You've written before about your experience of teaching Capital every year, more
or less, since 1971 or so, and how as you taught it in different venues, and
interacted with different students. Whether it's students from different programs,
or different universities, or whether it was in prisons or community spaces, you
got different experiences, different thoughts and insights. And now you've taught
it in cyber-space, which is a different kind of venue, and you don't have the faceto-face interaction by doing that, but there are other kind of interactions that come
with it.
How would you update that essay you've written about teaching Capital, in terms
of having taught it online now? It’s about to be the 10-year anniversary of video
series.

David:

I think it's not only teaching it in different places, to different audiences, and
different backgrounds, but also at different times. For example, teaching Capital
in the early 1970s posed completely different problems to teaching Capital more
recently.
It's been interesting to track up and down. One of the things I always tried to do
when teaching it was to relate it to the current circumstances. And one of the
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problems, which of course comes out of having it online, is that I taught it in
2007, so the examples given are from 2007. Actually, I'd have a great fun if I was
doing it now, with what is happening. I think I’d actually re-appreciate some
aspects of Capital that I missed in the past, because they didn't seem terribly
relevant to what was going on around me at the time.
I see the text as a dynamic text relating to a dynamic situation, and the reason I
could keep on teaching it for 40 years, and always have a good time doing it, was
precisely because of that motion. If I'd been teaching the same text in the same
situation for 40 years, I would have died of boredom. The other thing is that I've
always felt that it was important to take Marx and try to make it relevant to
different audiences.
I found in teaching it inside the university, that people coming from philosophy
were usually all about Hegel and had a certain set of things that they looked at.
People coming from literary theory – all they wanted to do deconstructions, and
the sociologists wanted something else, and occasionally, I would get an
economist who would come in and have a very hard time studying it and
understanding it. I realized that of course different academic disciplines have
different languages in which they speak, and the difficulty was to translate Marx’s
language into that discipline.
This also turned out to be the case when I took it out into the community and
taught it to social movement people, or when I tried to teach some of it in the
penitentiary, which was very interesting. The response I got was: “Well, why are
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you, a white boy, telling us about this? A white old man, about the truths we
obviously know from our daily lives. We don't need you to come to tell us that;
we know it all.”
And that was a completely different response than from students at Johns Hopkins
who come from very privileged backgrounds and who would not admit this had
anything to do with their daily life whatsoever.
You had these different sorts of class and race experiences and of course issues
would crop up. Like when the feminist movement became strong, there were
questions being posed about why isn't there more in here about household labor,
and wages for housework? Questions came up and you had to bring that into the
conversation and find a way to try to explain why it was that Marx mentioned
that, but never really got into it in any big way.
This forced me to look at both Marx's assumptions and the limitations of what he
was doing. These were self-imposed limitations, because he did leave a lot of
things out, but he did so deliberately because he wanted to focus on a rather
narrower set of concepts.
I think the experience of teaching it across all of these different venues and in
these very different situations was a very important aspect of what I did. There
were paradoxes involved - in the mid 1990s for example, Fukuyama had said we
were at the end of history: the communist project was dead, Marxism was dead
(Fukuyama 1992). I would get seven people in my class and most of them were
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taking it because they had to fulfill a requirement of some kind. But when you
read the press, you were getting all of this stuff about how Gap shirts and
Benetton clothes were being made, and labor conditions in shoe industries, and
we were getting all of this stuff which could go straight into the chapter on the
working day in Capital.
In other words, here you were in the 1990s where Marx's Capital looked
incredibly relevant to daily life in all sorts of ways that wasn't the case in the
1970s. In the 1970s, there was no real good reason to read Capital because the
world wasn't really being constructed around Volume I kind of principles. But by
the time you get to the 1990s, there it is being constructed around Volume I
principles and nobody wants to read it, which is a very interesting thing. In the
1970s, there was a lot of intellectual interest in it but in the 1990s, there was none.
To me, this was a very exciting experience in general. And I think if there is any
particular appeal or strength in my approach to Marx, it has been because of that
linkage of that dynamism: Seeing it not as a dead text but as something that's alive
and capable of being re-read and re-interpreted in different situations to gain
different insights.
In conversations, I get the feedback that that's one of the things people appreciate
about it. But now it does pose this problem that now the lectures are a dead text:
They’re now static.
Chris:

They're like a moment in time now.
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David:

Yes, and so I think it might be very interesting to actually teach the whole thing
again and do a different reading of it.

Chris:

I don't know if you've seen this, but someone on Twitter took a photo of the
paragraph in your essay about teaching Capital, about this point exactly, of the
difference between how self-evident prisoners find Marx versus how hard-headed
Johns Hopkins students were. And of the interactions on Twitter about any of
your texts, that has the most responses, and it's gone on for months.
And what's interesting to me about it is that for the people that are of a Left-ish or
liberal perspective, it's just obvious and self-evident that the prisoners are going to
have greater insight than these entitled Johns Hopkins people, because of their life
experience.
Then there's all these right-wing commentators, and it's equally obvious to them
that of course these intelligent Johns Hopkins students would see all these
theoretical flaws in Marxism, which of course doesn't work, and that these student
prisoners can't tell the difference.
It's interesting that this anecdote, it reinforces the assumptions of both Left and
Right in the way that they read what you said. And it's interesting that this is
played out online over a long period of time.

David:

That reminds me of something else actually. As you remember, I got into some
controversy with this Berkeley economist, Brad DeLong (DeLong 2009). And an
interesting thing came out in some of the commentaries on that, several people
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said I was a bad writer, and I didn't know how to write, and I should learn how to
write. That struck me as very odd, because generally speaking, I'm regarded as a
pretty good writer. I couldn't understand it until I actually remembered trying to
teach some of the economists at Hopkins about Marx.
I realized that the good writers who were backing Brad DeLong were people who
said a good writer knows how to speak an economics language, and if you don't
know how to speak the language of economics, you're a bad writer. Of course, I
was not speaking the language of economics, and so from their perspective, I was
a bad writer.
Actually, this is a very important part of the problem with communicating Marx
to a population. And it doesn't only arise in relationship to economists, it also
occurs with philosophers, who've been deeply embedded in Hegel and cannot get
Hegel out of their heads, and therefore everything is read through Hegel. And if
you don't read it through Hegel, obviously, you're not reading it right.
There is this problem with Marx's text, and one of the challenges in teaching it is
to have a certain sensitivity to that, at the same time as you have to say to people
straight out at a certain point: “Look, in order to understand this, you have to
understand Marx's language.” You have to translate what you already know into
Marx's language in order to really get the most out of it, which of course, a lot of
people are not willing to do.
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Chris:

I do think one of the things that's very different about your approach to teaching
Marx is that almost everyone else starts with Hegel. The philosophical thread is
almost always the way that it's presented and taught. It's how I learned it, and I
spent enormous amount of time trying to get through Hegel’s Phenomenology of
Spirit and Logic (Hegel 1975, 1977), and what it has to do with Marx and Capital.
Certainly dozens of books have been written about the relationship of Hegel and
Marx.
But the way that you put it in your first lecture56, which is so clarifying, is to talk
about these three building blocks that went into Marx: The philosophical tradition,
Utopian socialism, and political economy. And you have this incredible
background in reading the political economists and the Utopian socialists, but not
so much the philosophers. I do think that marks your reading as pretty unique.
Does that contribute to the accessibility of the way you're able to explain the
examples that you use, which tend to be more real world and practical, and not
some philosophical thought experiment. Have you ever reflected on that in
particular?

David:

Yes - a lot actually. I think that my down playing of the Hegelian thing does open
up a way of reading Marx which is more down to Earth.
That's my interest anyway. It seemed to me that if you have an elaborate social
theory, and you can't relate it to what's going on and my particular interest: on the
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Lecture available here: http://davidharvey.org/2008/06/marxs-capital-class-01/
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ground in cities, then what's the point of it? I always had that rather practical side
of it, but it also poses some political problems. Because it's not only the
philosophical tradition. We have a sense that there's a privileged access to Marx's
thinking that goes through Hegel, and there's some authority behind that.
Lenin, for example, says if you haven't read Hegel, you can't possibly understand
Marx. There are plenty of Leninists around who, from the Left, would say I'm
really not doing a good job, because I'm not spending enough time on the
Hegelian side of things. But I think that's somewhat offset by the fact that even
though I don't go through Hegel, I am of course very much concerned with
dialectical modes of thinking, and process-based notions of thinking.
On that, I side with somebody like Bertell Ollman in his book, Alienation, and so
on (Ollman 1976). So there is a side of it there which is a bit parallel to Hegel,
but which is not Hegel. If I am going to get into it, I'd rather get into it through
that path, so that you cannot say that my reading is undialectical.
Many people would associate dialectics with Hegel, and also notions of the
totality. I think Marx actually overthrew Hegel's notion of the totality, and
actually reconstituted something rather different. But if you are stuck with Hegel,
you can see it far too strictly in Hegelian terms.
Chris:

I think that's right: In Marx's own thought, and the way he wrote about his
writing, he actually rejects the philosophical tradition. His turning to political
economy is a turning away from the philosophical tradition. And so it's strange
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that it became the standard way, to start with the question “What is Marx’s
philosophy?” He was trying to say, “There’s something else that's happening here
when you look through the lens of political economy that I couldn't get through
that philosophical lens.”
David:

And I would hope that the reading of Capital I did would actually emphasize how
much you can get out of it, without necessarily going through the Hegelian
trauma, if I could call it that.

Chris:

I think one of the ways you make Volume I so accessible is that you don't let
yourself get bogged down in some of these inter-Marxist debates. You tread very
lightly over things that some people go down the rabbit hole on. People spend
decades figuring out these minutia of positions, and there's a way in which you
don't ignore them; you acknowledge that there are these issues, but you pass
quickly over some of these more controversial areas.
I think the way you have been selective as to which criticisms you engage has
helped make it more accessible. I don't feel like I have to read a dozen articles
from the '70s about the transformation problem to feel like I still have a sense of
what Marx was getting at.
Was that conscious? Was that deliberate?

David:

Well, yes, on certain topics. The one place where this is critical in Volume I is of
course on the question of what is value, and how to understand the value theory.
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Pretty much what I would do is to say: “Well, this is the kind of concept you only
find out about when you get to the end of what Marx is talking about, so leave it
aside and just go on.” And the proof of the pudding is going to lay in how much
you can see through the lens of the value theory as you go through. I slide past it
in that kind of way, and by the time people get to the end, they've forgotten I said
that about value theory at the beginning. So nobody comes back at the end and
says, “All right, now tell me what this value theory means.”
It is a big topic and it's something that I have been wrestling with a bit in recent
times. In fact, just now I'm writing more to try and clarify what Marx's value
theory is. And I think if I taught Capital now, it would be with a much firmer
discussion of the value theory. In fact, Marx did not advocate the labor theory of
value, which is very interesting. Marx never used the term labor theory of value:
he talks about his value theory, and there's a big distinction between Marx's value
theory and the labor theory of value.
I would spend some time on that right now, because it actually illuminates
something about Capital which, to me, is very important. Marx does start off
with how value, in his concept, is constructed through market processes, and
through market exchange, and the proliferation of market exchange, and
accumulation of capital, and all the rest of it. A distinctive value theory of
Capital is laid out in the first six chapters, and it's going over the Ricardian idea.
Then what he does is to say, “Am I really interested in just what's happening in
the market? No, I'm interested in what happens in the labor process.” There is
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this wonderful essay by Diane Elson, which is called, “The Value Theory of
Labor,” as opposed to labor theory of value (Elson 2015). The value theory of
labor asks what are consequences for the laborer of living in a world where
competition in the market forces capitalists to extend the length of the working
day, forces intensity in the labor process, forces wages down, all this.
What are the consequences for the laborer? Not only in the labor process, but also
in the living space? You can go to the end of Chapter 25, where he's talking
about the living conditions and nutrition of impoverished Irish laborers, and
what's happening through their being displaced off of the land, and the kinds of
housing opportunities they had, and the destruction of housing opportunities by
the English landlord class. All of that, that's a consequence, and so you end up
Marx's value theory is about a unity between a version of the labor theory of value
as Ricardo said, and then the value theory of labor, which is where he's really at.
It’s about the life and well-being of the working class, and why the working class
should revolt against these conditions.
I think it helps illuminate that, actually the whole of Volume I is really about
Marx's value theory. And in reading Volume I, you're actually encountering his
value theory and how different it is from Ricardo, who doesn't say anything about
conditions of life for the laborer. Ricardo’s theory doesn't say anything about
what happens when machinery comes in and the laborer gets reduced to an
automaton in the process.
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I would teach it very differently now, because I'd say this is about the labor
theory, and Marx converting the labor theory of value into his own distinctive
value theory. That's something I would do now, but you're right that in teaching
it, if you go back and look at what I said, I slide by it. I avoid that controversy.
The other stuff in Volume I of Capital is not so controversial, apart from the
discussion of organic and technical composition of capital, which is controversial,
but only in relationship to what happens in Volume 3. I, again, say, “Well, okay,
he's talking about this here; the results of this are going to be taken up in Volume
3 so we don't have to consider it here.”
The real problems however are to what degree I would want to emphasize the
assumptions under which Volume I is written. Of course, one of the big
assumptions is that everything exchanges at its value, and that the way in which
the distribution gets set up between profit, rent and interest and so on doesn't
matter. These are big assumptions, and I think I mentioned that in the
presentations, but I think right now I would push a little harder on the
consequences of those assumptions.
Chris:

I feel like that's related to this tension you've made explicit: To what extent
Capital is a critique of political economy, like its subtitle says, versus an
explanation of how Marx thinks the actual economy actually works. There are
places where it's hard to discern which he's addressing.

David:

Right, I think it's easy to use that and say Marx is here talking about a critique of
political economy, not about what's going on in the real economy. I think that's a
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bit of a cop out, and I've engaged in that cop out on quite a few occasions,
because sometimes if you're trying to get a grasp of what the totality of what
Marx is doing you've got to cut some corners, and so that's one of the corners that
gets cut. But I think there's no question that Marx thought that the critique of
political economy would lead him to some idea of what the laws of motion of
capital were going to be about.
I don't think we can simply say it was only about a critique of political economy;
it was also about an attempt to come to terms with what the laws of motion of
capital really are. I think that he comes to certain conclusions about those laws of
motion, but they're tentative conclusions, depending upon the nature of his
assumptions.
Chris:

On this question of value theory, I think that some of the criticisms of the videos
come from this new German reading: Michael Heinrich, and the folks that have
been involved with him and this renewed translation and collection of Marx's
work (Heinrich 2012). Have you engaged with that angle of criticism on value?

David:

I've overlapped with Michael Heinrich several times, and I get on very well with
him. We’ve had some very good conversations. The value theory group, I
actually find myself in sympathy with them. This guy, for example, says I can't
possibly understand Marx because I don't read German, which seems to me such
an untenable position to take. Maybe there’s some truth in all that about the
mistranslations, and it’s worth spending some time on. But I think there's a
certain kind of scholastic approach that I have a double relation to.
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All of the manuscripts are now coming out, and there are English translations, and
now the original manuscripts that formed the basis for Volume II of Capital. I
feel should I go back over them carefully, but I also I tend not to want to put my
energies into doing that. I go to it and look at it some, but I don't consider myself
a Marx scholar. I’ve said all along that I don't even consider myself an authority
on Marx, although I get presented as such. That’s because the thing that always
takes priority to me is: what does this help us understand about what's going on
around us right now?
If there's something going on in Marx that doesn't actually help me understand
what's going on right now, I tend to sideline it. I don't necessarily say it's wrong
or irrelevant, but I sideline it and say, “No, that's not helping me understand
what's going on with the Chinese urbanization process right now,” or something
of that kind. I think that does give a certain quality to the way I'm looking at
Marx, that it's always in relationship to the urbanization stuff.
People often ask me what are the most important things I've written, and I always
say, The Limits to Capital with the theory, and the Paris book was the other side
of what I do (Harvey 2006, 2007). Most people don't see or think about the
connection, they just either read one or the other. To me, it was the dialog that's
going on between the Paris book and Limits to Capital that founded much of what
I do.
I did go to Amsterdam and talk to some of the people who are doing the
translations and the editing of Marx’s collected works and so on, and they're very,
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very interesting people. They have some very interesting things to say, and
obviously, I rely upon them, but I don't want to get into that myself.
First off, I don't know the German: I think that does limit very much what you can
do at the scholastic level. I think that's what's been so interesting in the dialog
with the people in Nanjing. The Nanjing people in the Marx Institute got
facsimiles of all of Marx's manuscripts from 1844 to 1858, so they have all of the
original manuscripts. The result is that they have a whole project that is actually
interpreting the original manuscripts, which is really fascinating. I have a difficult
time talking with them because they're all very fluent in German, but not in
English, so there's a translation problem. But it's interesting to dialog with the
Nanjing Marx Institute and I value them a lot.
Chris:

I wanted you to reflect on this project of popularizing Capital, which began
almost as soon as it was finished.
There were these various plans to translate it into other languages, which Marx
was very much personally involved with. And you've pointed out how the French
approach was to actually serialize it, and to try to make it more accessible to the
working class, who Marx always thought of as the audience. And there's a way in
which, although your course is a very sophisticated, graduate-level take on this,
one of your huge contributions is you make it very accessible in plain language.
I think putting these lectures online can be seen within that tradition, within that
context. Via this technology, you don't have to be admitted to Johns Hopkins, or
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to CUNY, to get access to it anymore. You don't even have to have a computer,
you can just have a smart phone now, and you can get access to this level of
discussion. I think there's good evidence that probably hundreds of thousands of
people around the world have read Capital with your help, or with your guidance;
quite possibly much more than that.
Do you think of it in that tradition of popularizing Capital?
David:

Well, I think the circumstances are very different. I think the question of the
audience is also really very different.
Marx was writing in a context where most of the proletariat was illiterate and
couldn't read. The section of the proletariat that was literate were autodidacts, and
they were phenomenally well read.
When Thomas Paine did The Rights of Man, he was published by all these
publishers, there were thousands of copies all over the place, and people were
reading it immediately (Paine 1999). There was an audience there that was
literate.
You can look at the popularity of somebody like William Blake: in Britain at the
time, there were sections of the working class that were extremely well-read and
extremely curious, and had no formal education but were self-educated. The
same is true also of a big segment of the working class in France. And those are
the two primary audiences that Marx had in mind: the self-educated working class
of France, and the self-educated working class of Britain.
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He could communicate at a certain level. He could put all of these jokes in and all
of these references to Shakespeare and things like that, and his audience would
get it. You do that today and nobody will know what the hell you're talking
about. William Blake, who's that? You've got a completely different situation
right now. Some of the assumptions he made in writing this text were about that
audience.
What we have now is an audience that has a lot of formal education up to a
certain level, but is totally ignorant of a lot of the background, and it doesn't have
the depth. You've got to find a way to skate on the surface of Marx a bit.
That's why I think it’s important to refer to very specific situations in the hereand-now. And the here-and-now is so great: I can talk about 666 Fifth Avenue,
money laundering in cities, and this kind of stuff, and put it straight into Capital.
And people say: “Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah,” you know? That's about getting people
to understand Marx's language, so they start to interpret the world through Marx's
categories and language. That seems to me to be the challenge right now: Marx is
not taught in schools. Marx's language is not known to most university
populations. There aren't that many of us teaching it, which is a sad commentary
on academia in some ways.
This is the challenge a lot of us face who want to teach some Marx: to bring
people in on the basis of what’s going on now. That's why their experience
becomes very significant, or what they see in the press. This is why in teaching it,
I was always alert to things going on in the contemporary world right now. I

188

think that's what we should do as we teach, and not impose Marx's categories on
the world.
Marx, in terms of his method, says that you always have to start with the material
circumstances, even if you idealize them. He goes back and says the reason he
started Capital with the commodity is because everybody has experience of
exchange of commodities, and it doesn't matter what your gender is or what your
race is, or what your age is or anything. That's the concept that he starts with, and
he analyzes that concept, rather than starting with some sort of idealist
conception.
That’s one of the big differences between Marx of Capital and Marx of the
Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, where he starts with an idealist notion of
what it means to be a human being (Marx 1964). What he does in the Grundrisse
and elsewhere is to say that people are alienated because the laws of motion of
capital are dictating to them (Marx 1993). This is not an idealist notion, it's a
historical materialist analysis.
Chris:

The books you've written after the video series seem to me to also be part of this
project of popularizing Marx. Obviously, you're expressing your own ideas, but
there's a thread of finding new and different ways to get these kinds of concepts
over to people who maybe just can't penetrate Marx's text, which has its barriers.
This is a different thing than writing Limits to Capital. That seems like a really
different project, although obviously Limits influences the others. But is it fair to
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say that after the videos you're more consistently writing towards a more popular
audience than before?
David:

I think that’s true. There’s a tendency for publishers to ask: "Who's your
audience?" And my response to that is I think any worthwhile academic is about
creating an audience rather than simply satisfying an audience. I say, "If I had
ever thought about who's my audience, hell, I'd never have written anything."
Really from The New Imperialism onwards I've created an audience and a
following, and therefore I can take on other aspects (Harvey 2003). I want to
simplify without being simplistic, and that's a big challenge. I think I'm
reasonably skilled at it now, so I think from that standpoint I'm fairly satisfied
with what I've been doing.
It then does get to this question of how to update it and how to keep the
dynamism going. Pretty certainly I'm going to try and do a second edition of the
Brief History of Neoliberalism (Harvey 2005). That was written in 2005, before
the crash, and all kinds of things have happened since. And actually, when that
book came out not many people were talking about neoliberalism. Now
everybody talks about it, and actually not the way I talked about it, so I think
maybe it’s time do something like a second edition.
And in terms of the relationship between the video series and the books: I think
they actually have moved in parallel. I published The New Imperialism in 2003, A
Brief History of Neoliberalism in 2005, and then came The Enigma of Capital
[2010], Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism [2014], and Marx,
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Capital, and the Madness of Economic Reason [2017]. So the same time as the
videos have been going on there's also been a stream of publications.
I think there's a lot of cross-feeding, partly because I talk about the books in a lot
of my presentations. There is a dialogue between the two forms of
communication. It is interesting that in the same way that some people have said
to me, "I really don't like the video thing on Marx's Capital, but I love the
companion books," other people say the other way around: "I can't stand the
companion books, I like the video” (Harvey 2010, 2013). So it does seem to me
that the two-pronged approach to understanding Marx through both the books and
the video is a good idea.
And I don't think that the reception of the video content would have been as
strong if it had not been for the books, and I don't think the reception of the books
would have been so strong without the video content. If you go to Google
Scholar, my scores on that have doubled since the video came out.
I think what this suggests is different media do different things, but having both of
them in motion is probably important. If you only have the video without the
books than it's not the same as if you have them going together. In part the
reception to the website has been because of new content coming on, and the new
content stimulates people to go back, even to the Capital lectures, which are old
content. The two things are very closely related.
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I listened intensely to the lectures while I was writing the companions. The first
companion was really taken from a transcription of the lectures. I wanted to keep
as much as I could in the written version: the sense that this was coming out of the
lectures. The copy editor at Verso tried to turn it into a piece of straight up
literature, so there was a little bit of an argument about that.
The Volume II companion, however, was done in a rather different way. I was
down in Argentina on a sabbatical, and I took my copies of Volume II and
Volume 3. And there are some significant differences between the written
version and the lectures for them. Since I didn't have a long history of teaching
Volume II, I wasn't quite so sure as to how best to do it. I got a few negative
reactions to the Volume II series, saying it was too complicated. There's maybe
two things here: first I think it's much harder to deal with the subject matter and
with that text; but also in terms of my ability to transform it into something that
was properly readable as opposed to more academic, probably I didn't do as good
a job on Volume II, as I did on Volume I.
The Volume II class just does pose all kinds of problems. It's a very dry text.
You can't liven it up with Shakespeare, and minor poets, Dracula, werewolves,
and things like that, which always sort of gives to the Volume I text a certain kind
of character. I think Volume I is a literary masterpiece in some ways. Volume II
is not that at all: It's a skeleton with almost no flesh on it. So I think it did pose
those problems. On the other hand, for me, the content of Volume II has always
been very important, because it takes up issues about time and space, which tend
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to be pushed to one side in Volume I. And those have been very important in my
geographical work. So I will be an advocate for the Volume II text. I didn't have
to be an advocate for Volume I. But I think that both the text, and I think my
tendency to lapse back into academic forms of presentation probably got in the
way a little bit.

Reach and impact of the lectures
Chris:

This project bubbled slowly – it took some time to find its audience. At what
point did you realize that this had become a global phenomenon, something much
bigger than you or I ever anticipated it could be?

David:

Well, I'm still not sure it's dawned on me, but of course I got some wonderful
reactions. I get some emails every now and again, and you got some sent on to
me too, which have been wonderful. I always remember one from a retired
longshoreman from San Francisco, who said, “I'm nearly 80 years old, and for all
of my life, I wanted to read Capital. I've tried so many times, and I never made
it.” And he said, “Finally, I've made it.” And he was so grateful and so happy.
Then there was a guy who said to me, “I'm a runner, and I run two hours every
morning, and the length of your podcast is exactly the time of my run. I've heard
Capital about three times now.” I imagine this guy pounding his way for two
hours, running and listening to the chapter on the working-day.
So there are little things like that, but there are two things that have been the most
interesting to me: one is that I do get quite a bit of feedback, that people have
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done reading groups and things of that kind with it; but secondly, I've been very
surprised at the number of foreigners who have gone through it. It changed my
reputation with my daughter when, on the streets of Berlin, I was recognized
twice in about five minutes; somebody saying, “Oh, you're the guy who did the
Capital series,” you know? She said, “Oh, dad, you're really famous.”
There are little anecdotes of that kind, but of course one of the things that's very
difficult as an author is to find some idea of how many people out there, what the
hits are, where they're coming from. You've got data on that sort of thing. Then
of course there's the translations that are going on, and I don't know how many of
them are complete, and whether there's arguments going on over the proper
interpretation of this or that.
Chris:

It's very hard to track. In part that’s because we really privileged openness in
terms of how we distributed this.
There were many weird twists and turns along the way. Actually, the first
streaming platform we made it available on was Google Video, which doesn't
exist anymore because after Google bought YouTube they shut it down. So all of
those stats from the first few years just disappeared. And we also just made it
available to download as a podcast, and via torrents, so we really don't know.
There are certain things we can measure, but I'm sure it's much larger than what
those numbers reflect.
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There's also mirror sites, where someone downloaded all the content and put it on
their own server and made it available. One of the first ones, which is still
running, is in China. Someone there, very early, because our website was
accessible in some places in China and not others, copied it all onto a Chinese
server. The videos themselves aren't translated, but they wrote an original
introduction and description in Chinese. That's been there for many years, but we
don't know what the stats are.
David:

One of the interesting things though about the stats is that the hits tail off very fast
from the first lecture to the others. But this is true of almost all sites, right?

Chris:

Right, that's universal; every online course has that same trend. It's orders of
magnitude from beginning to end. On YouTube, which is probably the most
popular way of streaming the courses now, class 1 has 539,000 views. Class 2 is
173,000, so that's less than half of class 1, and then class 3 is 90,000, class 4 is
60,000, and by the time you get to class 12 it’s 20,000. That's a huge drop-off,
but that's basically universal with the phenomenon of the MOOC (Massively
Open Online Course). I think that's the consequence of the fact that it's easily
accessible and free. You can look at it, but you don't necessarily commit.

David:

What's your impression about the use and the reception of Volume II compared to
Volume I?

Chris:

I think it's the much more hardcore folks. Right now on YouTube, class 1 of
Volume I has 539,000 views, and class 1 of Volume II has 40,000 views.
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It's in order of magnitude less, but the people that do engage with Volume II are
much more likely to write a blog entry about it, write an article about it, do a
tweet storm where they'll write some kind of engagement with it.
The folks that engage with Volume II are more likely to generate original content
and dialog with it. And, just the fact that Volume II exists also helps drive traffic
to Volume I. People see this person's commenting about class 4 of Volume II,
and they’re ready for that themselves, but it makes them think, “I'm going to go
and do this Volume I course.”
David:

And these statistics on the number of views, that’s just YouTube, right? I know
that Monthly Review put it on their website. And several other places have. We
have no idea of the total reach, right?

Chris:

That’s exactly right, we don't. In streaming services, it's on YouTube, it's on
Vimeo, it's on BlipTV, it's on Archive.org, and a few others I can't remember, and
that's just streaming services. Then it's available as a podcast on iTunes, on
Google Play, and on a generic XML feed that anyone with any podcast software
can find.
Those video and audio files that sit on our web server and are downloaded to
someone's phone or device, we have no stats on that at all - when people directly
download either the audio or video files. Then there's the file-sharing, like
through torrents or FTP. So we don't know.
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But because we prized openness and accessibility over collecting data on their
use, we really don’t know. One hard number we do know is that your
davidharvey.org web site has accumulated over four and a half million page views
since I created it in June 2008. We have Google Analytics data for the website
which shows that in its first 10 years of existence, it has been visited by people
from virtually every country and territory on the globe- Google Analytics lists 224
in all, with these being the top ten:
1. United States
2. United Kingdom
3. Canada
4. Brazil
5. Australia
6. Germany
7. India
8. Spain
9. China
10.Turkey

In terms of cities, Google Analytics has data on visits from over 21,000 cities,
with these being the top ten:
1. London
2. New York
3. Chicago
4. Toronto
5. Istanbul
6. Berlin
7. Sydney
8. Melbourne
9. Los Angeles
10. Dublin
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When we launched, we had very little mobile traffic. Almost everyone was
accessing the site from desktop and laptop computers. Today, almost 40% of our
traffic is from mobile devices.
David:

Well, this is one of the things that's kind of interesting from the standpoint of any
author, is that you have no idea over time of who's into it. You get very surprised
when you meet somebody somewhere in a remote situation, and they say, “Oh, I
just read Capital with you.”
In answer to your original question: I really have no idea how far it's gone. I do
know that it's been a very wonderful experience to have done it, and I feel really
good about what you did. I'm glad you bugged me.
I think it really has made a difference. I’ve had serious people say, to some
degree, the revival of interest in Marxism has a lot to do with the fact that this has
been available. And so it has had a major impact.

Chris:

Over the years we’ve gotten all these emails from individuals, but also in many
cases groups; like, “I started a reading club with the people in my organization,”
or even just their friends. There's definitely been hundreds of reading groups that
formed around this, maybe thousands. And to me, that's one of the interesting
social aspects of this. On the one hand, there are of course individuals who just
read the book and watch the video, but in many cases, people have sought out
others and said, “Let's go through this together.”
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I think if you look at the resurgence of socialism, for example the enormous
amount of youth who have joined the DSA (Democratic Socialists of America) in
the past couple of years, a lot of it is attributable to Bernie's run; but at the same
time these video classes are part of the study curriculum of many DSA locals
around the country.
And that's just the US; it's quite global. So I don't think it's immodest, or a stretch
at all, to say that this has really contributed to a renaissance of people reading
Marx, taking Marx seriously. In many ways much more so than many of the small
U.S. Marxist parties of hundreds or thousands of people, in terms of actually
getting people to read Marx. This project got a lot more people to read Marx than
probably a dozen U.S. Marxist parties.
David:

Well, people in the Marxist parties, I've found, don't actually read and do the
videos, because they figure they know it. I think some of them have come to
realize that these videos are addressed to the general public, and aren’t meant to
try and persuade this faction or that faction to some particular interpretation.
The reason I call the published version, A Companion to Marx’s Capital, as
opposed to a “guide” or something of that kind, is that I wanted to approach it in a
way of actually walking people through it (Harvey 2010). People can make up
their own mind, whether they do this or that, or they look at this, or they look at
that: I wanted to keep it as open as possible. I think that contributes to some
degree to the success of the thing, that it's not imposing a very narrow vision.
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Although, of course it's my interpretation that ultimately is going to be invoked,
because you can't do it from a purely neutral position; you have to do it from
some kind of political position.
Chris:

I do think that approach, this open, non-sectarian reading - reading Marx on his
own terms - was a big contribution to its reception. The way you've largely sidestepped being brought into these more sectarian debates is part of it, too.
On the other hand, one of the results of the video series raising your profile has
meant that it kind of made you the target of more criticism, or attacks, than maybe
you otherwise would have. There's a way in which having more visibility kind of
puts you more in the crosshairs of others. What have you thought about that?

David:

Actually, to be honest, I'm surprised I haven't had more attacks. I think the
negative stuff has been relatively confined. And I have to say that even people
who have problems with some of my interpretations, people like Michael Roberts,
have said to me, "Look, frankly, I don't think we would be talking about Capital
in the same way, had you not done this. In many ways, you rescued Capital from
oblivion."
I tend not to get involved in answering every criticism, and I suspect people know
that. They know I'm not going to answer. And I'm not going to be drawn into
some kind of nitpicking debate about why did I say this, or why did I say that.
I've been more impressed by the generous response, and the recognition that this
has been important for everyone, even though they may disagree with some
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aspects of it. And there's some serious, valid objections to some of the ways in
which I put things out. But I haven't felt there was too much of what you might
call politics of envy. I'm also inclined not to take much notice of it anyway. So
maybe there's more out there than I've noticed, and I'm just insensitive to it. Over
the years I've become immune to various attacks and so on. I think it was Sibelius
who said something like, "Pay no mind to critics. Nobody erects statues to
critics." In some ways I've been rather surprised there hasn't been more of it.
There was a pamphlet put out which was critical of my interpretation of value
theory.
Chris:

Yes, it's from Critisticuffs, that one? (Critisticuffs, 2014)

David:

Yes - that was a serious piece of work. They gave me a copy and asked what I
thought of it. And I said, “Well, you know, fair enough.” I've never felt that
somehow or other I have the only interpretation, and I think it's good that there's
discussion going on about this. I'm not entirely sure what to make of value theory
anyway. Alternative interpretations are fine with me, and in fact I would hope
that would be consistent with the atmosphere in which I taught.

Chris:

And you haven’t even been attacked much by the right wing. Not nearly as much
as you’d maybe expect, given your subject.

David:

No, I haven't. And there's something a little strange about that. Like when David
Horowitz produced this book on the hundred most dangerous academics, and
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there are others who talk about “the most dangerous people,” and I'm never on
any of these lists (Horowitz 2007). I'm quite insulted, actually.
Chris:

It's true. The right has never really gotten in a froth about how you're at a public
school, supported by taxpayer dollars. And you could see how they would, but
they have not really found you. And it's not as though you're under the radar.

David:

I've been very surprised. I did get a few when Glenn Beck was at his height. I had
a few emails suggesting that I should go join the socialist caliphate that was being
set up somewhere or other. But I've never been really targeted by the right wing.
I think I'm more likely to be targeted by anarchists than by the right wing.
Sometimes I think I’m doing something wrong: the fact that the right wing has not
been upset by it, and the fact that I haven't been subject to too much of the real
nasty kind of attacks. It makes me think that obviously what I'm doing slides
under the radar. But at the same time that it slides under the radar, it seems to be
pretty widespread in terms of its reach.
So on the one hand, we’ve had this rather important and pretty foundational role
for the recuperation of Marxist thought into politics, but on the other hand it hasn't
provoked any backlash, which is a little strange.

Chris:

I want to talk about the debate with Brad DeLong, which is one case where you
did respond to some criticism (Harvey 2009a, 2009b, DeLong 2009). He’s an
influential mainstream economist, and very influential with the Democratic party,
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part of the establishment. He mainly critiqued your language, saying that it was
inaccessible.
When you made your response, and a number of his regular commentators started
to sympathize with your position, he broke this taboo and used his administrator
privileges – which I don’t think he had ever done before – and wrote inline
commentary to his commentators. It was within their comments, he went in and
edited, and in many cases, it was all caps.
You clearly got under his skin, and in a way that’s very particular to the Internet,
he broke this protocol and part of the integrity of his relationship with his
commentators. He actually risked the community he had built because they were
starting to turn your way.
It's almost as if you inspire something of a panic of these more mainstream
economists. It’s especially true for folks who are comfortably liberal and think it
would just be easy to punch left, to establish that they're centrist and serious and
not like those silly far-left people. But when you came back with such a
substantive reply, there was an element of panic in his response. And that’s not
the only time that's happened when you've had those interactions.
David:

Every now and again, I get moved to reply. I find myself drawing on all kinds of
experiences and in a sense, I will put it back a little bit to my Cambridge
education- that training comes out at a certain point, where, okay, I've had
enough.
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I'm rather more widely read than most of my commentators think. I had
considerable experience in the social sciences before I started teaching Marx. I
wasn't teaching Marx until I was 35 years old. So I had almost 20 years of solid
education in conventional thinking before I read Marx. So I can draw on that, and
I think that's what upsets people who come from that kind of background. When
they face somebody who's coming from a similar background to themselves, who
can play the same tricks, as it were, then there's something that goes on there.

Twitter, counterintuitive aspects of success, unexpected reach
Chris:

I want to talk about Twitter for a second. Your Twitter account currently has over
90,000 followers. And to put that in context, Conrad Hackett, who's the senior
demographer at the Pew Research Center, put together a list of most followed
sociologists, of which you rank number four57. And then he also linked to a list of
the top economists on Twitter, by followers, of which you rank number 15, which
is also quite high58. And many of these are household names: Paul Krugman, Ben
Bernanke, Larry Summers, Robert Shiller, etc.

Conrad Hackett (@conradhackett), "Most followed sociologists 1 @MichaelEDyson 2 @zeynep 3
@conradhackett 4 @profdavidharvey 5 @tressiemcphd 6 @bourdieu 7 @alwaystheself 8 @Hood_Biologist 9
@NAChristakis 10 @saragoldrickrab based on list of 987 sociologists by @familyunequal:
https://twitter.com/familyunequal/lists/sociologists," Twitter, December 10, 2017, 8:43 p.m.
https://twitter.com/conradhackett/status/940034266129240064
58
Conrad Hackett (@conradhackett), "Most followed economists 1 @paulkrugman 2 @JosephEStiglitz 3
@agaviriau 4 @erikbryn 5 @JustinWolfers 6 @R_Thaler 7 @RobertJShiller 8 @LHSummers 9 @bill_easterly 10
@benbernanke based on list of 1,042 economists by @chrMongeau https://twitter.com/chrMongeau/lists/repectwitter/members," Twitter, December 10, 2017, 9:14 p.m.
https://twitter.com/conradhackett/status/940041981832474625
57
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And it's interesting that you're the only person that has made both lists, even
though you're neither an economist nor a sociologist. Your Twitter presence is
extremely large compared to nearly any other academic, besides Paul Krugman
who’s on another level.
Twitter has become an important way that we channel people towards new
content that we have available, and get people coming back to the website to
maintain those numbers, and expose more people to the possibility of taking the
online Capital classes.
One of the interesting things is that while you have around 90,000 followers, the
people that follow you obviously have their own followers, and so some tweets
reach a much larger audience. Many of those 90,000 followers have quite a bit of
followers themselves, and to that extent they can become amplifiers. As they retweet, and re-post and comment, it has this kind of cascading effect. And that
partly accounts for the kind of reach we have, and the way that we're able to get to
new audiences. So that's been one of the interesting things to track: we're able to
see what are your most re-tweeted tweets, what gets picked up the most. British
comedian Russell Brand is one of your most influential follower: he’s followed by
about 12 million people59. So sometimes, even though we have 90,000, when we
post something, if an influencer like Russell Brand re-tweets it, then it gets much
larger.

59

https://twitter.com/rustyrockets
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We promote on Twitter everything that we do on the website and all of your
videos. The academic community, to the extent that they're on social media, are
largely on Twitter, and I don't know exactly why. There's many more people,
overall, on Facebook than there are on Twitter, but I don't have a Facebook
account and I've never been active on Facebook. So we don't do our own
advertising on Facebook, but David has many, many fans. When we do
something on the web or on Twitter, it gets picked up, and people post it on
Facebook. And so there is still engagement that happens on Facebook, although
we don't directly seed it in the way we do here.
We've met with Lev Manovich, who's a legitimate expert on social media, and
he’s turned us on to certain things. For example, we use this service called
Tweriod, which goes and look at the Twitter history of all 90,000 followers and
figures out what time of day they are most active on Twitter. Then it sends us an
optimized schedule, where, if you post at this time of day you’ll reach most of
your followers. For you that tends to be earlier in the day here in New York,
because so many people are active in Europe; because we have this very large
audience near the London time zone. And so that was an insight that came from
Lev, and that really helped increase the pick-up rate of what we do.
And Lev was floored by the stats. And he just didn't understand how you'd done
it. Because academics don't actually have this kind of Twitter presence and
following.
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And the other thing is that, the first piece of advice a social media expert will tell
you about Twitter is the more interaction you have, the more successful you're
going to be. But we don't really have much interaction on our Twitter account, it's
much more of an announcement: here's a new article, a new book, a new video.
And there's very little back and forth. But in spite of that, the account has these
huge numbers.
I think it shows that one of the mantras of this kind of social media world is
“content is king.” You can do all kinds of tricks, but if you don't have compelling
content, people aren't going to want to go there. But the fact that we have this
original compelling content, that's our secret sauce. That's what we have that
others who spend a lot of time tweaking, and learning these social media
strategies, don't get; because they don't have the original unique content that
you're producing.
David:

And again, that comes back to if I engaged in all the back-and-forth and sort of
nitpicking, people would kind of go and get turned off.
I start to read some of the comments every now and again, and within about five
comments, it's off on some weird thing about Stalin or whatever, and people
slagging each other off about how you haven't read Darkness at Noon or
something like that (Koestler 1994). And you kind of go, “What's that got to do
with me?” I think what this would suggest, is that a strategy of not participating
in that kind of thing can work. But then you've got to have the content.
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Chris:

Exactly. I also made the decision to disable YouTube comments in particular,
because YouTube tends to be the absolute worst: comments there tend to be the
worst cesspool of racist backwardness. If someone said something that's just
false, and ridiculous, I would want to send a response, and there's no point in
engaging at that level. I think disabling the YouTube comments also keeps
people from getting turned off by getting stuck in these petty arguments that have
no end.
There's many things that are counter-intuitive to how successful you've been on
the web. First, they'll tell you long-form video doesn't sell: people only want to
watch 2-minute, 4-minute videos online. Long-form video, lecture format, is not
supposed to work. Second, you're supposed to have a lot of interaction, and
engagement, and dialog with your fan base, but we have avoided that, even
intentionally in some cases. But in spite of defying many of the common sense
directives of how social media's supposed to go, we've had this huge impact.

David:

This is a very important finding. It could have an impact on the way in which
people approach the whole thing, because if everybody's approaching it in this
formulaic way you're saying, and then here's this example which does none of it,
but is entirely successful, then it means somebody's got the wrong idea of how it
works.

Chris:

I think it also sells people short, right? These ideas about just having 2-minute
videos and so on, they just assume that people don't want to engage at a higher
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level, that all people want is banter or fighting around stupid stuff. And I think
people aren't like that.
David:

There are enough people who are not like that to make this keep going in a way
that constructs an alternative universe which acts differently and has a different
modus operandi.

Chris:

This kind of social media can be done in a way that expects more out of people,
because many people are willing and wanting to do more. It's just like when you
ride on the subway in New York, everybody's reading, but the word is that
working class folks don't read. But any time of day, any time of night, people
have a book out, reading. And so people are prepared to learn things, they want
to learn things: they can use a long-form video, they don't just want cute
entertainment.
I want to continue on this thread of the unexpected impact and reach you’ve had
since the lecture series. In your press tour for the latest book I thought your
interview with Russell Brand was really remarkable: I've listened to it a few times
(Brand 2017). Part of what’s interesting is its origins actually came from a social
media interaction a couple years ago where he had posted a page online from 17
Contradictions60. You and I talked and we decided to reply to him from your
Twitter account, so it only really happened because of social media.

Russell Brand (@rustyrockets), Replying to @profdavidharvey “@profdavidharvey hey! I know you! You're a
lovely Marxist! I need to learn. Can you help me?," Twitter, April 10, 2014 2:56 p.m.
https://twitter.com/rustyrockets/status/454332227976167424

60
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And he's just a very interesting figure in that he is a legitimately working class
comedian, autodidact, without university training, but obviously a very bright
guy. He reads a lot, although very eclectically. And watching the interview, I
just thought about how you've had this project for decades of trying to
communicate these ideas in simple but non-simplistic ways, and you were doing
that, and then he would kind of spontaneously say back to you what you were
saying to him in a very kind of working class vernacular. And he's talking to his
audience, which is literally in the millions.
David:

I found the whole experience remarkable because exactly that: he would ask me
something and I would give an answer, and then he would translate it into his
language. I suddenly realized halfway into it that this is what was going on, and it
was fantastic. He was able to do that, and obviously enjoyed doing it. He had a
great time.

Chris:

I also wanted to ask about the impact of the RSA (Royal Society of Arts) lecture
you did61. It was part of a series of their lectures, out of which they and Cognitive
Media created dry-erase animated versions. Your animated lecture really proved
wildly popular. It's in the millions of views alone, and I think it widened your
audience beyond people who would be already inclined to do something like the
Capital course. It really was able to reach groups of people who we weren't
reaching, and it has enduringly driven people to the website, and to the course,

"RSA Animate: Crises of Capitalism," posted by The Royal Society of the Arts (RSA), June 28, 2010, video,
11:10, https://youtu.be/qOP2V_np2c0
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and to your books as well. I think we should talk a little bit about that process,
and what you thought about doing that.
David:

To be honest, when I gave the lecture I didn't know they were doing it. And I was
actually surprised when somebody emailed me saying, "I saw this thing you did
on RSA Animate; I think it's fantastic." And I said, "What thing?" And so I was
taken by surprise by it, but then I was also incredibly surprised by its reception,
and the number of hits. And not only that, but I had people telling me that this is
the kind of thing that people were showing in schools. It was the kind of thing
that people could look at. And partly it’s because it was addressing the
circumstances of the crisis, and people wanted to know about it.
It also had other ramifications. Isaac Julien, he's a video artist, did a thing on
“Reading Marx’s Capital,” which was shown at the Venice Biennale. It became
part of an art installation, and it was shown continuously as part of his exhibition.
I had people say to me, "Oh, I see you were at Venice." I said, "No, I wasn't."
They said, "Well, I saw you on this video." So these things escape, you know.
And it was exhibited here in New York, it was taken to Australia, it was taken to
other places.
I have a feeling that that may not have happened, had it not been for the RSA
video that a lot of people saw, and used in various ways. I think people saw that
there was something about that.
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Chris:

Looking at it now, the RSA piece alone is at 3 million views. And that's just the
English version, there's a Spanish subtitled version too, which is also popular62.
It's the seventh most popular one of those that they did. The other top ones are
people that already were famous public intellectuals, like Michael Pollan.
I think it's also kind of timeless. Although it's about the crisis, it holds up: it
doesn't appear dated. I watched it again recently and the framing, I think, is really
good, about the need for new ideas about how to think about economics.
And I'm curious how your colleagues reacted to the success of the video project. I
think Rick Wolff, for instance, began to emulate what you did in a series of other
videos that he produced, and now has a weekly webcast that's found a huge
following: I think a million people. I've talked with him briefly about it, and it
seems to me that he was inspired by that path.
I noticed when Anwar Shaikh had his opus on capitalism come out (Shaikh 2016),
and he then produced a video series to explain it, and make it more accessible63. I
wonder if that would have happened, if it hadn't been for this project.

David:

I suspect it would have happened at some point or other. Because of you we were
the head of the line, and I think then people could see that this was a very
important way to go.

"CRISIS DEL CAPITALISMO - David Harvey," posted by Videos interesantes subtitulados, December 23 2010,
video, 11:10, https://youtu.be/5kvgPVPKaKM
63
"Capitalism: Competition, Conflict and Crises, Lecture 1: Introduction to Course," posted by Henry George School
of Social Science, April 26, 2016, video, 52:51, https://youtu.be/ShIg-3NRQj4
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I think people have seen the opportunity, and realized that it can be taken
advantage of in all sorts of ways. But part of the problem that then arises is about
the content and the nature of the content, and the degree to which the content is
appropriate for the form, if you want to call it that. I don't think you can get into
this without recognizing that there are problems of this sort. For whatever reason,
I think we lucked out: the content and the form just somehow or other matched
together.
Chris:

I think one of the things coming from this conversation is how much of you
putting the text in dialog with current events contributed to that. This offered a
key for people to understand what's happening in the news, which made it easier
for everyone to relate to it.

David:

About the website: all of the videos of the talks I do end up on there. How do you
get them on the web? Tell me the secret, because I give a talk somewhere, and it
goes on video, and then it's on my website, and it's like magic.

Chris:

What's interesting about that is I always get these messages: people contact me,
saying, “Where's David speaking next?” I always say, “I don't know, he doesn't
tell me.” What I do is use a service called Google Alerts, where if a term, say
“David Harvey,” shows up in Google's search engine, it kicks me an email once a
day.
That's been very important, in terms of getting content to update the site. And
Twitter has become really important as well. For whatever reason academics
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have taken up Twitter more than other social media platforms. And so the ability
to search for your handle and your name on Twitter is certainly timelier than
Google Alerts, and it's probably a more important source these days anyway.
What I noticed early on in the process was that unlike many other people who
speak a lot, you always agree to let people record your talks and put them online.
The fact that you are out there saying new things, and allowing people to record
it, becomes another opportunity for engagement with a pre-existing fan base,
who's interested in what's new from David Harvey, and also lets us reach new
audiences. For example, the dialog with Nancy Fraser that we have on video
remains very popular64. That kind of thing gets a lot of people re-tweeting, reposting the video, and so there's a way in which we then cross-fertilize Nancy
Fraser's audience with your audience.
We've basically used that as a hook to get people to come to the front page of the
website, where then prominently on the side is “Here's the course.” I think the
fact that you're generating new content has a lot to do with how we've sustained
and built this audience over time.
Then there's been very few occasions, maybe half a dozen, where you have an
original piece of writing that's only available on the website, and if you look at the
charts over time, that's where you see these enormous spikes in traffic.

Harvey, David and Nancy Fraser. 2017. "Spiraling out of Control: On the Fate of Capital and Capitalism in the
Twenty-First Century: A Conversation Between Nancy Fraser and David Harvey." video. December 20, 2017.
http://davidharvey.org/2017/12/video-spiraling-control-fate-capital-capitalism-twenty-first-century-conversationnancy-fraser-david-harvey/
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And those drive more traffic than the videos, in part just because technically the
videos are accessible in other ways. When embed a video from YouTube or
another web streaming service, you could also just watch it on YouTube instead
of coming to our site, and people can embed it on their own website, so it's many,
many places. But when you have a piece of writing, it isn't syndicate-able in that
same way. We can get a better sense of what the real audience is when we have
something that is single-source in the way a piece of original writing is: it isn’t
anywhere else.
Related to this all of this, we did release both of the video series under Creative
Commons license, rather than a more restrictive copyright. The idea was that
folks might take it and edit it for their own purposes, and repurpose it in ways that
they saw fit. We did see some of that, especially folks pulling out shorter clips
from the lectures on particular topics. I think the most popular one was when
someone did a short clip of you describing accumulation by dispossession. That
became a standalone clip, which we didn't create, but that the fans created. Have
you had any thoughts or reflections on releasing them in this open way?
David:

I think this is very important to do. I think it's critically important. This way
people can do what they like with it, and I don't mind what they do with it. It's
out there in the public domain, and if you want to build sandcastles out of it, that's
fine as far as I'm concerned. I'm not going to object to any utilization, even if it’s
something that would make me say, "My God, they've turned it all around upside
down." That's what happens out there, so I really don't have any objections to
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anything of that sort. This is also why, when I go somewhere and they ask me to
sign a release form, I just sign the release form. People can make of it what they
will. I think that's fine.
Chris:

As we already mentioned, many of your colleagues would not feel as comfortable
with just signing those over every time they speak. Many folks are more guarded
with their words and with managing their public perception. And part of the
success of this whole project is that you just allow people to film nearly
everything that you do. Why is that less of a concern for you than maybe some
others?

David:

This goes back a long way for me. When I looked at what was going on in
geography, there was a book by Richard Hartshorne, which had been published in
1939 originally, called The Nature of Geography (Hartshorne 2017). And in the
1960s he spent all of his time defending what he said in 1939. And up until the
day he died he was defending what he'd done in 1939. And I always thought to
myself that I would never, ever want to be in that situation. So, when I wrote
Explanation in Geography, there came a wonderful long, deep review of it by a
guy called Stephen Gale, and I was asked to reply to it (Harvey 1969, Gale 1972).
And I said, "It's very difficult for me to reply to this, because I've never read this
book. I wrote it."
And actually, at that point, I was being rather self-critical about what I had done
in Explanation in Geography. And I thought to myself, am I going to be a
Richard Hartshorne, and defend "Explanation in Geography" until this day? Or
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am I going to say, "Well, actually, I have more criticisms of it than you do, now
that I've been forced to go back and look." So, it always seemed to me that it was
very important to be dynamic in that, and then this turned out also to be a very
good mode of defense: because I was a moving target, to the degree that I was
getting criticism, people were shooting at something I'd done in the past. And I,
in the present, was immune entirely from that, because I had already passed on to
something different.
So there was always this feeling that it was important to keep the dynamism
going, which of course does help account for the constant updating of the content
on the website and all the rest of it. But it is, to some degree evasive as well,
because being a moving a target makes it difficult for anybody to shoot at me too
much. And I think people recognize this a little bit.
And that was rather conscious, but I abandoned it for a while when I was writing
Limits to Capital. I became so deeply involved in Limits to Capital that I found it
extremely difficult to finish, because I wanted it to be “complete,” and it never
was quite complete. At a certain point I had to abandon it, and just let it go out
there as it was, and think then about whether I was going to try to defend it. And
that was a critical moment when I started to say to myself, and I had to say it to
myself, “I am not going to defend this for the rest of my life.” Though you will
find that actually I have been defending a lot of it, but I've been redoing it in
different ways, and different formats, and changing things, but in other instances
going back to some of the things that I did there.
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I was heavily criticized by a lot of feminists, particularly around The Condition of
Postmodernity (Harvey 1989). And I was then in the middle of writing Justice,
Nature and the Geography of Difference (Harvey 1996) which, in a sense,
absorbed a lot of those open questions about the environment, and gender, and
race, and culture, and so on, that I had slid by in The Condition of Postmodernity.
So, in a sense, my answer to the criticism was partly to deepen particularly the
gender and race content of that book, and to deal with questions of environmental
racism, and things of that nature.
My life as an academic has been to make statements and then move on. So I've
never felt nervous about writing a release, and then saying something that I would
have to defend myself forevermore, if somebody came along and was incredibly
critical of it. I just say, "Well, I happened to say it at that time. I'm now doing
this, and I'm not going to answer it." I think that's been my style as an academic.
But it does go back to this example of Richard Hartshorne defending The Nature
of Geography for the whole of his life. One book you wrote when you were 35
years old, and you live with it your whole life.
I do like Mao's supposed comment where he said, "The problem is not that you
make mistakes and that you fail, it's that you don't learn from making mistakes
and failing." And you've got to be prepared, as you said, to fail. And then you've
got to be prepared to fail better.

218

Closing – on relationships with social movements
Chris:

Lastly, I'm just wondering if you have any reflections in particular, given that
you've met and spoke with a number of social movement-type organizations:
You’ve taught at the MST's national school outside of São Paulo and also other
places around the world. Do you have any particular stories or anecdotes, or
reflections on the way that, outside of the academy, the more social movement
organizations have taken this up?

David:

Well, one of the reflections I already mentioned is I'm incredibly impressed about
how well-read and well-educated some of the leaders of the social movements
I've met are.
Dialoguing with them, for me, has been really fruitful, because they usually have
a way of connecting the text to what's going on around them in a certain kind of
way, which I draw from.
The other thing which I think has been important is that, sometimes when I’ve
gone to some movement where something's happening, I’ve thought to myself,
“What do I have to say about it?” I really don't feel I'm in a position to say
anything because they know what they're doing. Then I realized after a bit, that
the most important thing is that I go there, and I'm just there, and say I'm
interested. I really don't have to get there and tell anybody what to do, because
they know what they're doing, they know where they are. I think there's just a
longing for recognition, to put it that way. I suddenly realized that because I have
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a reputation now, that actually there is simple value from turning up, and
recognizing this movement is what it is.
For instance, there's this village settlement, a big site in Rio, which was being
demolished. They didn't need to demolish it, they just wanted to snag the land.
And people were resisting, and the government had re-engineered the stream, so it
went through everybody's houses. I mean, they did some terrible, terrible things,
and a lot of people left, but I think about 25 families stayed. I went there, and I
said, it's terribly important that you get this place, that it gets reconstituted in a
way where you can re-establish some notion of communal site. That's all I said,
and I left.
About a year later, I met somebody from there who said it worked: “After you
left, we said we're going to stay here, we're going to do it, and we did it, and
finally the mayor had to give in.” My part was just the politics of recognition.
This is one of the reasons I travel as much as I can. I can go to some place where
just being there and showing up and saying I'm interested in what's going on can
be helpful. And I think with people who often feel totally isolated and feel
nobody's listening to what they're doing, the fact that somebody's listening can be
important. It's a peculiar role, but I had to get used to that a little bit. It's part of
being a “media personality” in some ways, which, Chris, you have made me.
I have to live with the consequences. For me, it's both a learning experience, but
also an experience from which I draw a certain amount of energy. I hope that also
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then transmits some sort of energy to the people that I visit or work with. That's
good side of it, and I enjoy that.
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Conclusion
The organized poor are makers of history. Rather than victims to be pitied or punished, the poor
are moral, political and epistemological agents of large-scale social transformation. Throughout
this dissertation, I have documented the significance of groundbreaking but rarely studied
survival struggles of the dispossessed in the United States from 1983 to 2018, and how poor
people’s organizations have taken up cutting edge tools to develop innovative organizing
strategies and tactics. I have chronicled significant victories won by homeless people, welfare
moms, undocumented farmworkers, low-wage workers, and families fighting the poisoning and
privatization of their water and shared some of the hard-won lessons learned through these
struggles: especially how, in the words of formerly homeless father and movement leader Willie
Baptist, “the poor can think for themselves, speak for themselves, organize for themselves, and
lead not just themselves but the entire country towards social transformation” (Baptist 2015).
One key lesson is that these organizations must devote time and resources to developing organic
intellectuals from the ranks of those directly affected by the problems they are trying to solve.
The crucible of engagement with these on-the-ground struggles with a simultaneous study of
social movement history and political and economic theory produces leaders necessary to
continue the struggle and for the struggle to be successful.

General Gordon Baker was one of the most important organic working-class intellectuals of the
20th Century United States. He was the first to burn his draft card in resistance to the Vietnam
War and organized the Revolutionary Union Movement (RUM) of militant black left
organizations. The RUMs fought a two-front battle against their employers in the auto industry
and the racist union bureaucracy, which led to the founding of the League of Revolutionary
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Black Workers in Detroit in the late 1960s. Baker described their organizing and educational
practice during the League of Revolutionary Black Workers period as one of great discipline.
LRBW members woke up early to study Marx together; after they put in their shift at the auto
plants, they would organize, write and distribute revolutionary literature, and walk the picket
lines. At night, they would reconvene for more study and analysis.

He passed on to me and others in the poor people’s movement today what he had learned from
the old-timers of UAW Local 600 – his union, which was founded in 1938 and has continued a
tradition of militancy – about the role of survival struggles in the founding of the modern labor
movement. He provides insight into the creative forms of struggle breaking through today:

Ford Motor Company’s cry to pay $5 a day, when people were making $6 a week,
drew people from foreign lands, from Appalachia, from the deep South, all over.
People poured into Detroit looking for work. In that situation, the auto industry
began to collapse early. We had a cyclical crisis; production going up and then
falling down because it overproduced. By the time we got to the Great
Depression, in 1929, most of the auto plants were shut down. And we really must
talk about the organizational history of the working class in this city developing
during and after the Depression.
In 1932, we had what's been called the Historic Hunger March of the City of
Detroit.65 It was during the Depression that these Unemployed Councils
developed all over the city. The Unemployed Councils got so strong by 1932 and
1933 – when the unemployment in Detroit got to be about 50% – that they began
to fight the evictions. They were putting people back in their homes, and they
were doing that with a frenzy (Baker 2010).

The core of militant organizers who built Local 600 and many other locals of the UAW came out
of the Unemployed Councils and other survival struggles leading up to and during the
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Also known as the “Ford Hunger March” (Sugar 1980).
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Depression, including eviction resistance, tent cities, and food cooperatives. They came from
Detroit but also Appalachia and the South. Some of them were veterans of the battle of Matewan
in 1920 and the battle for Blair Mountain in 1921 in West Virginia. In many cases these survival
struggles were multi-racial and connected to the Communist Party. General Baker continues,
These Unemployed Councils decided that they had to take this fight against
hunger against the automobile manufacturers. So, they decided that they'd go
after Ford Motor Company because Ford had one big, major facility out in River
Rouge. At that River Rouge plant, they had about 80,000 employees. They
decided that they would march on Ford, demanding jobs so they could eat.
These tens of thousands of unemployed people in these unemployed movements
marched all over the city. They merged and got to Dearborn with a crowd,
probably about 10,000 strong because the Unemployed Councils from the suburbs
met them on Miller Road in Dearborn. There they were stopped by the Dearborn
police who told them they couldn't go any further. The Unemployed Councils
made a democratic decision to go ahead and march on. As they marched up
Miller Road, first they were hit with fire hoses by the Dearborn Fire Department
that watered them down. They marched further, and the Dearborn police sent
horses after them, and started stomping them. By the time they got to gate four,
they opened up with machine gun fire, and five workers were shot and killed and
another 25 or so were wounded. And the Hunger March stopped.
What grew out of this was the largest mass funeral ever held in this city, whereas
65,000 filed into downtown Detroit, and participated in the funeral procession.
Now you got to understand, ain't nobody ever been brought to trial or charged
with nothing, and Ford ain't never been held accountable for this murder on the
streets. But out of the anger that grew out of this massacre that took place at Ford
Motor Company, out of this mass drive, became the seeds for organized labor to
organize the shops in the city (Baker 2010).

These unemployed and dispossessed organizers brought the strategies and tactics from survival
struggles of the Depression to found the modern labor movement. While we are used to
understanding militant trade union organizing as the apex of the organizing hierarchy, with
survival struggles relegated to the sidelines if discussed at all, the organizing history General
Baker was heir to turns that on its head and centers the agency of the poor as makers of history.
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When Roosevelt was elected, and the Wagner Act was passed, these same
activists out of the Unemployed Councils – many who were communists and
socialists of that day – took that struggle to organize in the shops. And they first
had their big success at General Motors in Flint, in '37, when they went in and had
the sit-down strike. After a long 60-some days with the sit-in, they were
victorious in getting a union contract at General Motors.
Once that happened, the sit-down movement broke out spontaneously. And the
way history tells it organized labor organized these people, but that's not the way
history plays it. These developments became spontaneous. People sat down
themselves, and called the union and said, "Come organize us." So, the union
didn't do it. The women at the dime stores and millineries, and restaurants all over
town sat down and started calling the CIO, going, "Come over here and sign us
up" (Baker 2010).
We can see the continuities of work of the Unemployed Councils with the major tactical
innovation of the Flint Sit-Down strike of 1936-37, which consolidated scattered UAW locals
into a single powerful union and inspired workers across the world to sit down. The sit-down
was a defensive measure against a tactic of big factory owners to break union picket lines and
replace the workers with scabs. By occupying the shop floor and defending their work stations,
workers prevented scabs from coming in and taking their jobs. It is remarkable and should be
noted that although they did occupy and hold the shop floor, this was a community organizing
model where whole families were engaged in the struggle to support the sit-down. They
collectively fed and did laundry together and all members of the community had a role. General
Baker concludes with a general principle of movement building.
So, you see, these movements break out spontaneously. They are not organized.
They are not conspiracies. People take it upon themselves to take up the
challenge once they see a victory. And that's the way that things developed in
Detroit (Baker 2010).
The understanding of movements breaking out spontaneously echoes the experience of Myles
Horton, co-founder of the Highlander Folk School. Highlander, located in the Appalachian
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South, was a training ground for the industrial union and Civil Rights movements. Horton was
another organic working-class intellectual of the 20th Century who has had a significant impact
on the poor people’s movement today. Horton, a contemporary of and co-author with Paulo
Freire, engaged in debate about how societies change and the role of leadership development and
political education. He polemicized against Saul Alinsky’s transactional conception of
community organizing with a broader movement-building vision. In his autobiography, Horton
writes:
It’s only in a movement that an idea is often made simple enough and direct
enough that it can spread rapidly. Then your leadership multiplies very rapidly,
because there’s something explosive going on. People see that other people not
so different from themselves do things they thought could never be done. They’re
emboldened and challenged by that to step into the water, and once they get in the
water, it’s as if they’ve never not been there (Horton 1989: 114).
In addition to the Flint sit-down strike and Ford Hunger March and the Civil Rights struggles
documented by Horton, I have seen the power of spontaneous struggles of the poor to organize
the poor throughout the past thirty-five years. The Homeless Union broke out at a time when
hundreds of thousands were being thrown into a new form of economic homelessness and grew
to become a movement of tens of thousands that has impacted housing policy for decades to
come. The Taco Bell Boycott of the Coalition of Immokalee Workers took off and spread to
campus upon campus, congregation upon congregation, very rapidly via the Internet. Their
model of organizing for fair food has translated to other states and industries. The Reading
Marx’s Capital Class debuted during the 2007/08 crisis and was a viral hit gaining 4.5 million
page views and helping bring about a renewed interest in studying Marx. The Poor People’s
Campaign: A National Call for Moral Revival emerges from decades of organization amongst
the poor and has demonstrated that thousands of leaders in nearly fifty states can emerge in the
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course of the work, get into step, and take action together. Struggles much like those I helped
broadcast through online technologies decades ago have made it into the mainstream media
because of the proliferation of these ideas and a creative use of information technology; poor
people have begun to shift the narrative – a movement is breaking through.

The task of revolutionaries is to help consolidate, connect, and support what follows from the
innovative spontaneous struggles of the poor, even if they come with organizational forms we
don’t expect. Historically, we can see continuities across these undulations of organizational
form – from survival movements in the 1920s and 1930s to the labor movement and Civil Rights
movement and the creative tactics each movement and moment developed and spread. With
deindustrialization and the deepening and spreading of poverty, we again see a wave survival
struggles rising today.

When Detroit was the high-tech center of industrial capitalism – the Silicon Valley of its day – it
was the scene of some of the most advanced and militant labor and civil rights struggles in US
history. In part responding to the strength of those struggles, the Detroit auto industry pursued
automation and the spatial deconcentration of production before other industries. The
movements and leaders didn’t roll over and die, however. The spirit of struggle lives on in
Michigan. It should therefore be no surprise that post-industrial Detroit is the site of some of the
most sophisticated and militant survival struggles as evidenced by the fight against water
privatization and the development of water affordability programs; fights that have taken up the
tools of information technology to advance and amplify their struggles. If we look at the
systemic destruction of the US middle class from 1973 onward, we can expect to see these
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survival struggles moving from the margins to the center of political life. Detroit and the other
struggles I document are like canaries in the coalmine.

The organizations of poor and dispossessed I have discussed throughout this dissertation insist
on the leadership of those most directly affected by the structures of domination, oppression,
impoverishment and dispossession that permeate the social fabric of the contemporary United
States. In the words of Abolitionist Frederick Douglass “those who would be free must strike the
first blow…those in pain know when their pain in relieved” (Douglass 1857). U.S. history
shows that those most affected by a problem must take leadership to end that problem. Slaves
and former slaves led the movement to end slavery. Women led the movement for women’s
suffrage and continue to lead the movement for women’s equality. African-Americans led the
struggle for civil rights and black freedom at its height in the 1960s and continue to do so.
Workers led the industrial labor movement. Poor people of all races and genders of the 21st
Century, uniting around survival struggles, are becoming capitalism’s gravediggers today.

As diverse and particular movements of the “poors” coalesce into a “poor people’s movement”,
the perspective of those involved regarding who is poor and why are they poor and who is rich
and why are they rich shifts from a more individual to a more structural understanding. As
homeless people came together in the 1980s, many began to see that although women, people of
color and LGBTQ individuals are disproportionately impacted by poverty and homelessness,
people of all races, geographies, genders, sexualities, ages experience deep and persistent
poverty. This realization helped to lift some of the shame and self-blame many poor people in
the United States carry with them. As farmworkers in the fields of southwest Florida began to
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organize marches and bus tours across Florida cities, they began to learn how low-wage workers
there were earning piece rates in labor pools for laying fiber-optic cable and realized that they
were not alone in their working conditions - that labor practices developed in agriculture are
being used at the heart of the high-tech economy.

As a structural understanding develops, it becomes clear that rather just one contract, program, or
policy cannot resolve systemic problem that have taken decades to develop, and that a single
boss, judge, or elected official cannot create the change they want to see. These efforts of the
poor to organize teach that a protracted, ground up, grassroots movement led by those impacted
by injustice is the best chance to change power structures that lift the load of poverty.
Experience shows that when an individual connects with an organization and when local
organizations begin to link up regionally, nationally and internationally, they mitigate the
alienation and isolation experienced by people living in poverty in the United States. The social
solidarities that form via collective projects of survival are counters to the ever-increasing
atomization of life under neoliberal capitalism; these solidarities support a deep commitment to
the struggle. Movement leaders come to the realization that “si se puede” – it can be done!

These organizations of the poor and dispossessed are not attempting to build an identity
movement based on pity or charity. Rather, they intend to win other strata of society to their
program; in the words of the National Union of the Homeless “we want power not pity.” The
strategy insists that fundamental changes will only come when other strata – including less
precarious sections of the working class such as professional workers – see their best hope for a
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future in uniting with the program of the poor, rather than the program of the rich. Willie Baptist
writes,
Today the unity of the poor and dispossessed represents the only social force that
can win a critical mass of the middle strata away from the currently prevailing
ideological and political influence of the powers that be, namely, global capital.
This poses a fundamental threat to global capital as the middle strata constitute
the main social base of support of their political power and ideological hegemony
(Baptist 2015:17).

Ultimately, we are fighting a battle of ideas to unite those in survival struggles and then to win
other strata to unite with survival struggles. This is similar to what Marx describes when writing
about the campaign to limit the length of the working day in Britain in the 1830s. He says
success came as “the working class's power of attack grew with the number of its allies in those
social layers not directly interested in the question” (Marx 1867: 409). Other militant groups
operating from different perspectives and representing different interests may merge or unite
with “the poors” in motion and contend for power in alliance with them. These other social
layers can bring important skills and access to sections of the working class which have been
isolated from the mainstream of society.

In fact, people from almost every strata have been reduced to poverty and precarity by the radical
transformations now occurring in labor processes and the division of labor. Most, as the
National Union of the Homeless points out, are just one paycheck or healthcare crisis away from
poverty and homelessness. It is not unusual to meet computer programmers and other IT
workers living in homeless encampments in California or Florida. Millions of highly skilled
people across many industries were thrown into poverty and homelessness during the crisis of
2007/08 and substantial numbers continued to suffer from deprivation during the “jobless
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recovery” that followed. In fact, it was former trade unionists, laid-off during downsizing, who
formed the National Union of the Homeless and established it as just that – a union. Even those
who appear to have relatively stable employment are all too aware that what happened to the
unemployed family down the street might define their fate tomorrow.

Some such people join the movement and when they do so they bring important skills and social
networks to continue building power. When families in the KWRU engaged in tent cities and
housing takeovers, we welcomed roofers and carpenters who helped rehab the donated houses
we received; doctors and medical students who set up free health screening days at our homeless
encampments; lawyers and legal aid workers who helped with Section VIII housing vouchers
and welfare and immigration cases, as well as provided legal counsel for our civil disobedience
actions. As the poor organized and drew attention to the cause, plumbers and electricians came
forward to reconnect people’s water and electricity; even fire-fighters would come when they
were off-duty and advise homeless families on the likely safety violations they could be cited for.

When we traveled on marches and bus tours we stayed in churches and union halls, and faith and
labor leaders brought their skills in raising resources to keep the tours going. Journalists and
photojournalists covered our work and helped break the isolation of these struggles. Filmmakers
and documentarians came forward to produce films on the housing takeovers, homeless
encampments and national tours, in addition to training leaders how to document their own
struggles. They collaboratively created media that served to unite various struggles: families in
Welch, West Virginia felt connected to those in Springfield, Massachusetts and Columbia,
Mississippi, even though they had not yet met, because they appeared in the same film. Email,
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listservs, websites, social media and a whole range of other digital communication technologies
were used to scale the movement beyond local struggles. More growth can mean more power
and more victories. It also means more diverse and even divergent leaders coming together.

There are important considerations when integrating highly skilled people into the movement.
Alfred Sohn-Rethel argues that the separation of intellectual from manual labor is a key
precondition of a society based on appropriation, expanding on an argument of Marx and Engels
in The German Ideology:
The division between head and hand, and particularly in relation to science and
technology, has an importance for bourgeois class rule as vital as that of the
private ownership of the means of production. It is only too evident in many of
the socialist countries today that one can abolish property rights and still not be
rid of class. The class antagonism of capital and labour is linked intrinsically with
the division of head and hand. (Sohn-Rethel 1978:84)
Those struggling to build a new society must take care to not re-inscribe the separation of
intellectual from manual labor in their forms of organization, which will only serve to reify
existing class hierarchies. Sohn-Rethel continues,
Personal division of head and hand applies to all labour whose purpose is
prescribed elsewhere. Social unity of head and hand, however, characterizes
communist society whether it be primitive or technologically highly developed. In
contrast to this stands the social division between mental and manual labour present throughout the whole history of exploitation and assuming the most varied
forms. (Sohn-Rethel 1978:85)
From this perspective, we can see how problematic Piven and Cloward’s normative vision of
poor people’s movements is. In their vision, they - the intellectuals - determine the strategy and
tactics, and the only role left for poor people is to be mobilized by others into disruptive protest
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or to share their testimonials. On the other hand, we can see the liberative potential when
organizations of the poor insist that poor people can think for themselves, can strategize for
themselves, and can create new analysis and new knowledge. In fact, this agency and creativity
has been an essential source of movement-building throughout history. If we are to prepare for a
socialist future, we must confront this problem of the bourgeois separation of mental and manual
labor.

Of course, poor people’s movements need skills and access to resources to successfully wage
their struggles. And there is a role for people from other strata of society to join the movement
to end poverty and contribute their skills – and manual labor – to the cause. But there are
dangers that those with specialized skills – lawyers, filmmakers, digital media professionals, etc.
– precisely because they have those skills, will insist that they know better: that they should not
just bring their skills but also determine the content. This approach, in reality, only serves to
reinforce and reproduce class domination. An orientation towards training and transferring skills
is an important practice, one I have tried to carry out through intensive training for grassroots
activists on various Internet-related skills.

But some skills are easier to transfer than others. It may not be realistic to train someone to
become a lawyer or a skilled documentary filmmaker in short order. But there is still a way for
those high-skilled professional to collaboratively partner with poor people’s organizations. For
instance, a lawyer who offers to defend a poor people’s organization in court after they perform
an act of civil disobedience may know the best legal way to get their charges dismissed or get a
not-guilty verdict, and might be tempted to determine the legal strategy as they offer their skills.
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But if they take the time to engage in deep dialogue and understand the movement’s goals, they
might learn that the organization is less interested in pursuing a narrow legal strategy and more
interested in using the legal case as a way to engage in the battle of ideas in the court of public
opinion.

Organized poor people find creative ways and means to arrest the attention of the nation and put
poverty and deprivation on trial. The poor and dispossessed contend for power through engaging
in moral and political struggle online and in the community. When organizations of poor people
engage in direct action, build networks of mutual support, and contest in the battle of ideas, they
rally the attention and solidarity of other strata in society and make concrete gains. The mental
conceptions of the world that arise out of the experience of the dire conditions and the struggle
against those conditions, which find expression in movements of the poor, are more grounded
and pertinent than idealist moralisms of more bourgeois commentators.

My experience has shown me that new ideas come out of these new actions of the poor and
dispossessed. And although the early utopian promises of the Internet and the open web as
inherently liberatory and democratic have been proven false with corporate enclosure and the
rise of platform capitalism, the organized poor have nevertheless found ways to leverage these
technologies to their advantage.

In my work with the Kensington Welfare Rights Union we had a saying that the only thing poor
people had left was their voice. That as poor and dispossessed people were compelled into
survival struggles, they were also compelled to use creative strategies to make their voices heard.
The erasure of the existence of the poor of the U.S., and the erasure of their deprivation and
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suffering along with their self-organization, struggle, and analysis, are key ideological supports
that serve to legitimate both neoliberal capitalism and U.S. imperialism. The Internet is a key
medium for getting those counter-hegemonic voices heard.

The stories I have documented in this dissertation are not about meek and mild-mannered poor
people who have politely asked those in power for their freedom. They are the homeless
millennials organizing in Washington State, inspired by the Homeless Union that organized
before many of them were even born, who have deemed themselves “radical rednecks”; they are
the grandmothers of the welfare rights movement who are still making noise and causing trouble
throughout Michigan fifty years later; they are the indigenous, working class moms in Louisiana
and Johnstown, Pennsylvania who have been called outside agitators and threatened with the
removal of their children. A popular chant in the Fight for $15, the powerful movement of lowwage workers organized in dozens of cities across the country, goes: “We work! We sweat! Put
$15 on our check!” These are the words of empowered leaders demanding justice rather than
some pure, meek, behaved folk waiting for professionals, NGOs, and academics to deliver them
from poverty and racism. Many of the leaders about whom I have written and who have built this
work have struggled with addiction, mental health issues, strong personalities, and workaholism.
They have impacted my thinking and actions in ways that few from professional associations,
foundations, non-profit organizations and academic institutions ever have.

These same leaders have been able to build organizations of thousands of the very people the
media and those in power blame for society’s problems. Slogans from KWRU, the National
Welfare Rights Union, and the National Union of the Homeless like “no housing, no peace,”
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“you only get what you’re organized to take,” and “each one, teach one so we can reach one
more” insist that the poor have power and agency and can wake up this nation. The poor have
been able to attract people from all walks of life to dedicate their skills and time to building a
movement that has the potential to win housing, raise wages, push back against voter
suppression, and transform society. They have engaged in protracted and continuous social
justice struggle. But this is not solely the experience of poor people today. Frederick Douglass
and other abolitionists had to insist that a clear group of committed leaders impacted by injustice
can struggle and conquer oppression. They had to insist that liberation would not come overnight
and wouldn’t be granted by the oppressor but taken by the oppressed.

Despite being left out of many accounts of poor people’s movements, the Abolitionist Movement
remains a source of inspiration for many organized poor people from the groups I have
documented. I conclude with the words of Frederick Douglass in his West Indian Emancipation
Speech; these words continue to speak to the movement to abolish poverty today:
The whole history of the progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet
made to her august claims, have been born of earnest struggle… If there is no
struggle there is no progress… Power concedes nothing without a demand. It
never did and it never will. Find out just what any people will quietly submit to
and you have found out the exact measure of injustice and wrong which will be
imposed upon them, and these will continue till they are resisted with either words
or blows, or with both… If we ever get free from the oppressions and wrongs
heaped upon us, we must pay for their removal. We must do this by labor, by
suffering, by sacrifice, and if needs be, by our lives and the lives of others”
(Douglass 1857).
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